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Abstract
Educational leaders who have an awareness of social justice are those who advocate for and
achieve more equitable schools. School leader preparation programs that focus on social justice
may help to improve schools, systems, and society (Dentith & Peterlin, 2011; Boske, 2012;
Marshall & Oliva, 2006; Shields, 2004, 2010, 2012). Some school leaders experience
transformative processes that increase their critical awareness or consciousness during their
formal preparation.
What is not known is the extent to which social justice and transformative learning are salient
characteristics of leader preparation programs, even those with an explicit social justice focus.
Informed by Capper, Theoharis, and Sebastian’s (2006) framework for preparing educational
leaders for social justice, this explanatory case study examined a single educational leadership
preparation program with an explicit social justice focus to explore the ways in which social
justice is operationalized. Data was collected from multiple sources, guided by the following
research questions: How can a stated commitment to social justice and transformation
(transformative learning) be operationalized in a graduate program of study? and What
perceptions do graduates have of the operationalization of a social justice-oriented school
leader preparation program?
Data was collected via nine semi-structured one-on-one interviews as a primary source for
capturing participants’ perceptions of the program and its impact. It examined the in-place
curriculum, pedagogy, and assessments that participants felt contributed to their development as
socially-just school leaders. In addition, participants shared aspects of the program that they felt
most effectively promoted their own critical consciousness, knowledge, and skills. This study
also utilized data from print sources (the program overview and ten course syllabi) to provide
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additional information about the program. This research adds to the scholarly discussion of
educational leadership development in theory and practice. It focuses on the processes of
developing a deep understanding of diversity and equity during preparation of socially-just
school leaders. Finally, there are suggestions for further development of Capper, et. al’s (2006)
framework for preparing social justice school leaders.

Key terms: school leader preparation, educational leadership development, social justice, school
leaders, preparation programs, transformative education, critical consciousness
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Prologue|
The range of what we think and do
is limited by what we fail to notice.
And because we fail to notice
that we fail to notice,
there is little we can do
to change;
until we notice
how failing to notice
shapes our thoughts and deeds.
(Goleman, 1986, p.24)
In this popular quote from his book Vital lies, simple truths, psychologist Daniel Goleman
(1986) refers to what is known, what is unknown, and awareness of the difference. In this book,
Goleman suggests developing ways of improving awareness. He believes that seeing the world
from different point of view has value. Looking at things from different perspectives allows us
to fully understand a situation more fully. This paradigm is demonstrated in scholarly writing as
well as in creative works. It can also be attributed to the layered symbolism in the music video
for Childish Gambino’s (2017) hip hop song “This is America.”
Gambino creates dynamic visual frames in the scenes of the video to contextualize the
black experience (or his experience) of America. There are multiple scenes in each frame but the
viewer must focus on varying objects and players in order to discover details inside of the big
picture. In this way, Gambino encourages us to “shake the frame.” For the purposes of this
study, the researcher considers the phrase shaking the frame to be shifting one’s frame of
reference to gain a wider (bigger, different) perspective on a situation. Shaking the frame
increases the likelihood that we will see things in a new light. This change of perspective may
lead to solutions that might not otherwise be considered. Some school leaders settle into the
1

existing educational system instead of shaking it up. This research project investigates the
experiences of participants in a school leadership graduate program. Their individual responses
to questions about their experiences of the program varied. Participants’ alternate points of view
offered a variety of insights on their perspectives. Themes reported led to recommendations to
inform further research, policy and preparation programs. This report is my attempt to shake the
frame on leadership preparation and to advance an educational equity agenda.
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Chapter One
Introduction
Future school leaders are formally prepared by college professors each year via
coursework designed to develop the knowledge, skills, and abilities for effectiveness.
Organizational management, fiscal responsibility, and instructional leadership are some of the
knowledge and skill areas that have traditionally been the focus of school leader preparation
programs (McKenzie, Christman, Hernandez, Fierro, Capper, Dantley, González, CambronMcCabe & Scheurich, 2008). Recently, the debate among scholars regarding educational
leadership curricula is paramount for school administrators has heightened. Murphy (2002)
argues that “the ways of thinking about school administration that we relied on for most of our
history provided an inadequate platform for educational leadership in the 21st century” … and
that “new foundations for the profession need to be built” (p. xi). This new foundation, Murphy
believes, moves corporate ideology and behavioral sciences away from the center stage of school
administration, and argues for rebuilding and reculturing of school administration based on
“learning, justice, and community” (p. xii).
Scholars in the field (Blackmore, 2009; Furman, 2012; Jean-Marie, Normore & Brooks,
2009; Dentitch & Peterlin, 2011) argue that social justice should be an integral part of
educational leader preparation programs making sure graduate students are aware of systemic
inequity and better prepared to work to eradicate it. As a focus of current research and a
transformative pedagogical approach, social justice has become increasingly common as an issue
at the forefront of systemic reform. Transformative education is most likely to occur when
programs plan for and provide experiences and conditions for student transformation to be
possible. Transformative educational leaders, then, are leaders that advocate for and ensure that
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social justice pedagogy is in place. They believe that the end value of educational leadership
involves preparing others to “enhance equity, social justice, and…quality of life” (Astin & Astin,
2000, p. 11).
Systemic oppressive practices such as institutionalized exclusion, racism, sexism,
homophobia and classism in school administration are the focus of critical scholars in
educational administration research (Dentitch & Peterlin, 2011). Traditional professional
training in educational administration has not resolved these inequities systemically. Marshall
and Oliva (2006) propose that administrative preparation programs should better prepare school
leaders to engage in social justice issues so that they can be better equipped to successfully lead
schools with more equitable practices. But the question of how to go about re-designing
educational leadership preparation curricula to focus on social justice remains.
Educational Inequity and Transformative Leadership
Both researchers and practitioners in K-12 education have struggled for years to propose a
solution to inequity in American schools (Shields, 2004, 2009, 2010; Theoharis, 2007, 2008). The
resulting theories, approaches, policies, and programs have not successfully eradicated the systemic
inequity which is our current reality (Furman, 2012; Scanlan, 2012; Astin & Astin, 2000; Shields,
2009; Khalifia, 2012). With goals of more equitable student achievement outcomes and ultimately
societal change, educational leadership for social justice is one answer that may help achieve lasting
school reform. Therefore, social justice concentration and related pedagogical methods in educational
leadership preparation programs might spark broader reform in K-12 schools.
Historically, issues of race and class disparity have beleaguered America (Perry, Moses, Wynne,
Cortés, & Delpit, 2010). The resultant inequities in resources and educational experiences for children
have had and continue to have an adverse effect on student achievement (Kozol, 1991, Darling-
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Hammond, 2010). In 2001, the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) was signed into law in an attempt
to reform U.S. education and improve educational outcomes. Even so, achievement gaps and
disparities in academic outcomes between various subgroups (race, socioeconomic status, English
proficiency, etc.) are persistent. Despite its rhetorical commitment to eliminating the achievement gap
between white and upper-income children, children of color, and children from low-income homes,
NCLB has not addressed the significant differences in academic success where there are differences in
race and class. In 2011, the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) reported that
half of African-American and Latino fourth-graders lacked even a Basic level of reading and
literacy skills compared to twenty-two percent of whites (Piche, et al., 2011). They lacked the
ability to locate information, make inferences, identify details that support conclusions, and
interpret the meaning of words as used in text. In American urban contexts, where
socioeconomic status differences are stark, educational under-achievement often follows. For
example, in 2012, in New Orleans, Louisiana, nearly half of the city’s public schools received a
failing grade based on the state’s School Performance Score System and the letter grade scale adopted
by the State Board of Elementary and Secondary Education (Louisiana Department of Education,
2012). In the same school year, in New Orleans, 90 percent of public school students were African
American and 85 percent were eligible for the federal free or reduced-price lunch program (Cowen
Institute, 2012). Similar performance can be found in other districts with intensely segregated poor
and non-white students. The inequitable American educational system has further resulted, as
Nyasuma (2012) claims, in “disparities in high school graduation rates, college completion rates, and
decreased earning potential among people from marginalized groups” (p. 7-8). To address the
achievement gap, Murphy (2009) believes that we must first attend to the sources of low achievement:
the environment in which children are raised, and societal and economic conditions. Social justice
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leadership addresses educational inequity as neither the sole source nor they the only consequence of
the ills of society.
If school leaders are to go beyond being just good managers and good instructional leaders, then
social justice is an essential foundation for leadership. Leaders provide influence to either perpetuate
or eradicate the systemic injustices in schools and in society. And this is hardly a new argument in
educational thought. George Counts (1932) proposed, “[e]ducation as a force for social regeneration
must march hand in hand with the living and creative forces of the social order” (p.30) Social justice
leaders, then, go the extra mile to advocate for all children and to pursue inclusion, equity, and justice.
They learn, enact and develop resistance and resilience in the face of many barriers (Theoharis, 2007).
Many contemporary researchers and practitioners agree that reform is needed in preparation and
development programs for school administrators (Furman, 2012; Shields, 2010; Khalifia, 2012;
Theoharis, 2007). This movement, called leadership for social justice, or transformative leadership
development, has recently grown in credibility and appeal (Dentith & Peterlin, 2011; Murphy, 2001).
Transformative leadership is about actively creating learning communities that enhance social capital
to provide equity of opportunity for all people. According to Shields, it “…begin(s) with critical
reflection and analysis and move(s) through enlightened understanding to action.” Shields also
suggests that the actions of transformative leaders, help “to redress wrongs and to ensure that all
members of the organization are provided with as level a playing field as possible – not only with
respect to access but also with regard to academic, social and civic outcomes” (2010, p. 559). Social
justice themes, therefore, can be supported in transformative leadership preparation.
To maximize the impact of leader preparation programs on schools and student achievement,
one should attend to and emphasize social justice leadership in practice. This would require a
fundamental shift in the focus of university programming, so that it embeds course content in real life
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context and enables participants to recognize inequities in education and in failed educational reform
efforts. In addition, these programs would result in a focus on critical awareness which plays a vital
part in school leader development. Successful leadership preparation processes “develop a heightened
and critical awareness of oppression, exclusion, and marginalization” in prospective leaders (Brooks
& Miles, 2006, p. 5).
Recognizing and understanding how institutional power arrangements and practices favor some
groups to the detriment of others is necessary before one can change them. According to Freire
(1970), “It is only when the oppressed find the oppressor out and become involved in the organized
struggle for their liberation that they begin to believe in themselves. This discovery cannot be purely
intellectual but must involve action; nor can it be limited to mere activism, but must include serious
reflection; only then will it be a praxis” (p. 65). Praxis, is in its simplest terms, is defined as the act of
applying what is learned. A preparation approach that values reflective praxis has benefits for
participants.
This study helps us to better understand graduate students’ perceptions of their leadership
preparation program. School leaders shared insights and understandings on preparation and practice
with regards to social justice. Keeping social justice in schools at the forefront is essential when
discussing outcomes of leadership preparation programs. With a lack of research providing
information on how to effectively operationalize social justice in school leadership preparation,
successful program design is hindered. While frameworks like Theoharis, et. al’s (2006) have been
developed, there but little is known about how social justice is operationalized therein and very little
documentation of outcomes. A concern for exploring how preparation programs actually “do” social
justice is what drives this study. New leaders should be equipped to identify, confront, and end
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oppressive practices that fuel inequity in education and endorse liberatory practices that break the
cycle of oppression.
Research Questions
Qualitative data was collected using case study research procedures (Creswell, 1998)
guided by the following primary research questions and sub-questions:
1. How can a stated commitment to social justice and transformation (transformative
learning) be operationalized in a graduate program of study?
a. What are the major components of the Covenant College master’s program in educational
leadership?
b. How might program components contribute to social justice knowledge, skills, and
dispositions, if at all?
2. What perceptions do graduates have of the operationalization of a social justice-oriented
school leader preparation program?
a. What are graduate students’ perceptions of their knowledge and dispositions toward
social justice after completion of a master’s program in educational leadership that
focuses on social justice leadership?
b. How do participants feel their graduate courses contributed to their social justice
awareness, knowledge and dispositions (if at all)?
c. Which program components and practices promoted social justice dispositions
according to participants?
d. How do participants describe or define social justice educational leadership in
practice?
To make this determination, Capper, Theoharis, and Sebastian’s (2006) framework for
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preparing leaders for social justice was utilized as an organizational tool.
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Chapter Two
Review of the Literature and Theoretical Framework
Chapter two provides a synthesis of relevant literature that supports the research questions
and methodology that guide this study. The purpose of this study was to understand of the role of
social justice in a leadership preparation program. It provides an explanation of participants’
thoughts and feelings about the content and processes of their school leader preparation
experience. This chapter begins by exploring the concept of social justice leadership and
establishing the need for leadership preparation programs to place social justice at the center of
program development; Next, it offers justification for a theoretical foundation supporting a
transformative andragogical model for leader preparation. It highlights the influence of critical
consciousness on the practice of school leadership and explains how Capper, Theoharis, and
Sebastian’s (2006) framework for preparing leaders might support it. Then, research studies that
document the application of theory on school leadership preparation are shared. The next section
emphasizes the explanatory case study approach as the best choice for methodology. Finally, the
last section addresses the issue of accountability in leadership preparation programs and presents
the available literature in the area of preparation program outcomes stressing the limited
available research in this area and the need for continued scholarship on this topic.
Addressing Inequity
Over half a century after Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka (347 U.S. 483), the United
States Supreme Court decision that outlawed school segregation, gross disparities in student
discipline, allocation of resources, and academic achievement linger in America (Singleton,
2015). Although a free public education is a guarantee for the children of this country, an
education of high quality is not. Since the country’s public school system is failing so many
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youngsters, especially the economically disadvantaged, children of color, English language
learners, and those with disabilities, then need to achieve equity in schools so that every child has
an equal opportunity for success is immediate. According to Bussey (2008), “Inequity in our
schools, at best, makes a mockery of our claims to be a democracy in which all citizens have
equal opportunities to participate…, and at worst, threatens our democracy as poor children of
color are disenfranchised by inadequate education...” (p. 6-7). Addressing educational inequity
is paramount in an all-encompassing approach to improving the quality of life for the citizens of
our country.
Transformative ideas such as social justice embrace a goal of recognizing and reforming
social structures that create inequity. Freire (1970) used the terms “transform,”
“transformation,” and “transformative” to describe the changes that may occur as a result of
education (Shields, 2009). As can be seen in Khalifa’s (2012) investigation of a communitybased leader and advocate, one principal positively influenced both social and academic
outcomes in an alternative school through a non-traditional approach. Shields (2004) suggests
that “transformative educational leaders…foster the academic success of all students through
engaging in moral dialogue that facilitates the development of strong relationships, supplants
pathologizing silences, challenges existing beliefs and practices, and grounds educational
leadership in some criteria for social justice” (p.109). Her overview of empirical research
illustrates that when school leaders make respectful and inclusive education a priority, all
students can succeed and schools become more equitable. She claims that social justice
leadership fosters the inclusion of formerly marginalized students and their families.
Theoretical Framework: Capper, Theoharis, and Sebastian (2006)
Capper, Theoharis, and Sebastian (2006) developed a framework for preparing leaders for
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social justice after a review of seventy-two pieces of literature. The authors propose that two
primary dimensions of their framework (curriculum, pedagogy, and assessment and critical
consciousness, knowledge and skills) align with, and inform each other within an intentionally
created atmosphere of emotional safety for risk taking (See Appendix A). These scholars insist
that a “deeper grounding of what it means to prepare social justice leaders” can be achieved in
programs which consider all aspects of their framework (p.220). The authors suggest that their
framework be used to guide the review and development of preparation programs for leaders that
aim is to prepare socially-just. They call for increased attention to assessing preparation
programs and to determine how successful they are in preparing leaders for social justice.
Capper, et al. (2006) claim that “the research on assessing leadership preparation
programs, their content, delivery, and outcomes, is virtually non-existent” and they posit that
social justice oriented preparation programs are “languishing in hypocrisy when faculty expect
equity-oriented leaders to maintain high standards of accountability, supported by federal
legislation, when these programs themselves engage in no systematic, empirical studies or equity
audit of their own” (pp. 219-220). Scholarly investigations of leadership preparation programs
should be a priority in future research on preparing leaders for social justice. Since K-12
teachers are expected to meet the needs of all learners while using authentic assessment as
integral to the teaching and learning cycle, it follows that preparation programs be redesigned
with the end in mind. Attending to outcomes is an integral part of program development and
evaluation. But how does one assess whether or not program graduates are actually social justice
leaders in practice?
School leaders that attend to and address social justice issues can have a significant
impact on social change (Archambault & Garon, 2013; Astin & Astin, 2000; Brown, 2004; Eisler
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& Carter, 2010; Furman & Gruenewald, 2004; Murtadha & Watts, 2005). Educational leader
preparation programs that focus on transformative leadership and social justice could help
transform schools, systems, and society. Shields (2012) links school leadership with social
change when she discusses the relationship between transformative leadership and leadership for
inclusive and socially-just learning environments. She explains that “transformative leadership
begins with questions of justice and democracy. It critiques inequitable practices such as
exclusion, racism, sexism, and homophobia. It offers the promise not only of greater individual
achievement but of a better life lived in common with others…it inextricably links education and
educational leadership with the wider social context within which it is embedded” (p.559). In
short,"[s]ocial justice involves social actors who have a sense of their own agency as well as a
sense of social responsibility toward and with others and the society as a whole" (Adams, Bell, &
Griffin, 1997, p.1).
Critical Pedagogy
Critical pedagogy should be employed in both educator and school leader preparation
programs (Bartolomé, 2004, Brown, 2004, 2009, 2010; Capper, Theoharis & Sebastian, 2006).
Pedagogy is concerned with how content is delivered. Adult education literature refers to it as
andragogy, or delivery of instruction of adults, but for the purposes of this review, the term
pedagogy is preferred since most of the literature reviewed utilizes this term. Because the
learner’s voice is so fundamental to this movement of resistance, McKay (2010) endorses the use
of critical pedagogy and critical theory so that we give learners permission to embrace stories
and counter-narratives. Since critical theory “provides a bases for social inquiry aimed at
decreasing domination and increasing freedom” (Breuig, 2016, p.56), critical pedagogy should
be employed in social justice education. According to Breunig (2016) “[c]ritical pedagogy is a
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way of thinking about, negotiating, and transforming the relationship among classroom
teachings, the production of knowledge, the institutional structures of the school, and the social
and material relation of the wider community and society.”
The use of critical pedagogy in school leadership programs prepares leaders who can
create and promote the same in their schools. The knowledge and skills that prospective social
justice leaders need should be emphasized. Beabout (2008) believes that social development and
reflection are frequently left out of the written curriculum. For meaningful learning to occur, he
says, processes such as reading, reflecting, dialoguing, acknowledging and addressing the -isms
of society, and goal setting supports learners’ critical examination of the world and their place in
it.
Critical Theory and Transformative Curriculum
Critical education theory comes from the wider discipline of critical (social) theory.
Critical education theory examines how political ideology influences education to maintain
social control. It promotes education as an instrument of social transformation with an ultimate
goal of attaining social, cultural, and economic equity. Kozol (1991) warns that social class,
gender, and race divisions are out of control. He argues for a curriculum that sparks
transformation and conscientization (Freire, 1970). For the purposes of this study,
transformative curriculum refers to “the specific content areas of a leader preparation program
that can influence the consciousness, deepen the knowledge, and build skills of future leaders to
carry out their work” (Capper, et al., 2006).
Central to critical theory in education is the social shaping and reshaping of the learning
experience so that schools then assume a larger role in creation of social reality. Critical theory
promotes critical analysis leading learners to engage in dialogue about social transformation. It
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raises consciousness beyond the school building to broader social concerns. It encourages
educators to reflect upon their connection to school, society and culture. It endorses schools that
generate deep knowledge and honor diverse cultures but it recognizes that promoting critical
reflection, resistance, and transformation are necessary.
Critical Consciousness
According to Freire (1970), critical consciousness, or conscientizacão, “refers to learning to
perceive social, political, and economic contradictions, and to take action against the oppressive
elements of reality” (p. 17). Educators and school leaders who have critical consciousness are
those who advocate and act for more equitable schools. For the purpose of this study, “social
justice awareness” or “critical consciousness” or “critical awareness” will be used
interchangeably to refer to a “deep understanding of power relations and social construction
including white privilege, religion, age, heterosexism, poverty, misogyny, and ethnocentrism”
(Capper, Theoharis, & Sebastian, 2006, p.213). Empirical studies conducted have shown that
social justice leaders make a positive impact on schools (Archambault & Garon, 2013; Marshall
& OIiva, 2006; Shields, 2004, 2009 Theoharis, 2007). Marshall and Oliva (2006) posit,
“Leadership for social justice investigates and poses solutions for issues that generate and
reproduce social inequities” (p.17). To ensure this, school leaders should all be highly
knowledgeable about pressing issues facing society and our educational system today.
Application of this understanding increases the awareness of educational administrators. Serving
diverse populations in schools requires social justice leadership preparation.
Educational leader preparation programs that focus on critical consciousness and
transformative leadership could greatly impact schools. Preparation programs should restructure
their teaching to include transformative strategies (Brown, 2009). Brown (2009) asserts that
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“…not reflecting on, discussing, and/or addressing issues of race, poverty, and disability only
further perpetuates the safeguarding of power and the status quo” (p.34). Increasingly diverse
schools need administrators who lead for social justice and excellence.
Social Justice and School Leadership
School administrators should have early exposure to principles of social justice leadership.
They should be critically aware and empowered to confront social justice issues head on. But
what is this concept of social justice? And how will it help to eradicate inequities in schools?
When defining social justice, Blackmore (2009) states, “[t]he notion of social justice
encompasses a range of terms- some more powerful than others – such as equity, equality,
inequality, equal opportunity, affirmative action, and …diversity” (p.7). Jean-Marie, Normore,
and Brooks (2009) identify social justice as “a major concern for educational scholars and
practitioners…driven by many factors (ie: cultural transformation and demographic shift of
Western society, increased achievement and economic gaps of underserved populations, and
accountability pressure and high stakes testing)” (p. 3). Social justice leadership is meant to
foster increased student success regardless of student race, gender, class, ethnicity, or disability.
And since education is “the primary vehicle by which economically and socially marginalized
adults and children can lift themselves out of poverty,” the social justice leader’s approach to
school leadership is one that allows all students to claim their right to a good education (Piche, et
al., 2011). This approach pays special attention to transformational outcomes. Therefore,
traditional instructional and managerial practices in educational institutions that often
inadvertently mirror and perpetuate discriminatory practices of larger society are no longer
desired.
Understanding just what is meant by invoking a vision of social justice is important. Social
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justice involves leadership that actively engages teachers, parents, and students as future citizens
who realize their power and potential to change their school, their community, and the world.
Facing challenges caused by oppressive practices and understanding why they exist is the first
step in the realization of powerfulness. In their book, Leadership for social justice: Making
revolutions in education, Marshall and Oliva (2006) define social justice leadership as they
describe the work of educational leaders who advocate for social justice: “Leadership for social
justice interrogates the policies and procedures that shape schools and at the same time
perpetuate social inequalities and marginalization due to race, class, gender, and other markers of
otherness” (p.27). In order to recognize the need for change and facilitate change in their
schools, educational leaders should go through systemic policy and procedural analysis. This is
an important implication for educational leader development programs. Blackmore (2009), in an
international response essay in the Journal of Research on Leadership Education, agrees. “Social
justice is central to leadership preparation because without addressing issues of difference and
inequality there will be no substantial improvement of student learning for those in ‘challenging
circumstances’” (p.8). More clarity in defining the purpose and expected outcomes of social
justice leader programs is the first priority.
Specialized educational leadership preparation program curricula and pedagogy should be
utilized to ensure a social justice focus. Transformative curricular practices provide participants
with “spaces to make sense of their lived experiences as individuals, school leaders, and
activists” (Boske, 2012, p.193). Today’s school leaders should go through a transformative
process during their formal preparation, to increase critical consciousness. This is “essential to
deepening their understanding, ability, and willingness to be agents of change for those they
serve, especially disenfranchised populations” (Boske, 2012, p.192). A transformative approach
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is, in fact, essential to ensure the fair treatment of all learners so that they may experience
success in school and in life. Transformative approaches have an eye on the future. Specialty
courses specific to deepening an understanding of populations served and more individualized,
personalized curricular plans are a requirement so that educational leader preparation facilitates a
transformative experience.
Transformative Learning Theory
It was the work of Jack Mezirow (1975) that brought transformative learning theory into
prominence. Transformative learning theory (Mezirow, 1991, 1996; Cranton, 1994) provides the
best model for social justice leader preparation. Transformative learning (Cranton, 1994;
Mezirow, 1991, 1996) is the process of effecting change in a frame of reference. Mezirow
(1997) suggests that to facilitate transformative learning, “educators must help learners become
aware and critical of their own and others’ assumptions” and that “learners need practice in
recognizing frames of reference and using their imaginations to redefine problems from a
different perspective” (p.10). He believes people gain experiences, values, associations, feelings
called frames of reference that delimit their world and that frames of reference are the “structures
of assumptions through which we understand our experiences” (Mezirow, 1997, p.5).
Frames of reference define feelings and perceptions and determine actions. Discarding
ideas that are outside of one’s preconceptions and considering those notions mistaken or nonsense is a tendency that limits understanding. Transformative learners move toward a more selfreflective frame of reference that is more discriminating and inclusive. One’s frame of reference
is composed of two dimensions: habits of mind and a point of view. Habits of mind are broad,
abstract, habitual ways of thinking, sensing, and acting that stem from social, cultural,
educational, psychological, economic, political beliefs. Habits of mind are expressed in one’s
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point of view. Points of view can be changed through reflection on problems, problem solving,
and understanding the need to revise assumptions. Points of view are accessible to feedback and
awareness. Discourse is dialogue devoted to assessing reasons presented in support of
competing interpretations by critically examining evidence, arguments, and alternative points of
view. Mezirow (1997) posits, “Discourse is necessary to validate what and how one
understands, or arrives at a best judgment regarding a belief. In this sense, learning is a social
process, and discourse becomes central to making meaning” (p.10).
Transformative learning in adult education as explicated by Mezirow (1997) has been
criticized as being overly dependent on rationality in critical reflection, underrating the role of
emotions, and overlooking transformation through the unconscious development of thoughts and
actions. Taylor (2001) offers neurobiological and psychological proof that emotions are
essential to the processes of reason. He describes an interdependent relationship between
emotion and reason.
Critical consciousness is best developed through transformative learning. “Transformative
learning is a process of experiential learning, critical self-reflection, and rational discourse that
can be stimulated by people, events, or changes in context which challenge the learner’s basic
assumptions of the world” (Brown, 2009, p.75).
Curriculum, pedagogy and assessment in existing programs can be evaluated by graduates
who will shed light on the processes they went through as they became more critically conscious.
According to Brown (2011), “…because beliefs can change as a result of experience, it is critical
for preparation programs to examine the impact of their strategies on pre-service leaders’
attitudes, perceptions, and practices” (p.350). A review of curricular progress can be determined
by analyzing the perceived changes in participants’ belief systems. One such example is

17

Brown’s (2006) study where adults were exposed to transformative andragogical strategies that
improved their attitudes toward issues of diversity in education.
Research on Social Justice Leadership Preparation
Social justice pedagogy and course content in educational leadership programs are both
worthy of special attention. Both the overall curriculum and the instructional methods are of
note. Suggested content is specifically utilized to develop capacity in social justice leaders.
Furman (2012), proposed a conceptual framework that includes five dimensions of “social
justice leadership as praxis” (p. 204) and endorses activities, some focused on reflection and
others on action, for developing social justice leaders. She emphasizes the importance of
developing contemporary school leaders’ capacity for critical consciousness in reflection and
action in and across personal, interpersonal, and communal, systemic, and ecological levels. She
explores praxis—reflection and action—in each dimension, the abilities needed to participate in
this praxis, and how preparation programs can cultivate them.
Past studies provide suggestions for essential characteristics or frameworks for social justice
leadership preparation programs (Furman, 2012; Theoharis, 2007). Theoharis’ (2007) study of
seven principals describes ways these leaders improved their school environment to benefit
marginalized students. They raised student achievement, improved school structures, enhanced
staff capacity, and strengthened school culture and community. This empirical study explored
these three questions: “In what ways are principals enacting social justice in public schools?
What resistance do social justice–driven principals face in their justice work? What strategies do
principals develop to sustain their ability to enact social justice in light of the resistance they face
in public schools?” (Theoharis, 2007). Although the goal of the study, developing a theory of
social justice leadership) was not achieved, the outcome was a practical framework of
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“resistance” which outlined the strategies employed to enact and sustain social justice agendas.
These findings led to Theoharis’ (2007) implication that “preparation programs need to prepare
social justice leaders to both enact and develop resistance in the face of significant barriers”
(p.249). Not only do these programs need to develop in leaders a capacity to enact resistance by
building a relevant knowledge and skill base, but they also need to “offer a starting place for
focusing on leadership skills to deal with, manage, and cope with resistance” (p.251). The
methodology chosen for that study was the positioned-subject approach. This approach was
taken so that Theoharis could consider the varied perspectives of a group of educational leaders
and to understand their experiences through the lens of their unique situations and social justice
goals. Similarly, this dissertation study considered the different views of graduate students as
they explored their understandings and perceptions of their graduate program. With this in mind,
a practical participant-centered framework for leader preparation program development,
assessment and evaluation is offered.
Two dissertation studies inform this research. Each one has contributed to this study by
informing research questions, methodology choices, and research site determination. The first is
Nyasuma (2012)’s study entitled “The influence of an urban educational leadership doctoral
program on the social justice leadership knowledge, skills, and dispositions of its graduates.”
This case study uses critical theory as a lens to explore the perceptions of a programs’ influence
on its doctoral graduates and to determine if and how the needs of marginalized students are
addressed. The aim of the study is to investigate how eight faculty members and three alumni of
an urban educational leadership program at one university perceive the role of the core curricula
in the development of a knowledge base that orientated students toward the utilization of a social
justice leadership style. The site was selected because this particular higher educational
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institution had been charged with the task of responding to the state’s urban community’s needs.
Nyasuma’s research questions for faculty and graduates of the university’s doctoral program in
urban educational leadership are paraphrased here: “1. What perceptions do respondents have of
the core curriculum employed by the program to encourage the utilization of a social justice
leadership style?, 2. What perceptions do the respondents have of the impact of the core
curriculum on the development of dispositions toward social justice leadership?, and 3. In what
ways do respondents think the core curriculum used by the program was able to provide skills
that translate into the adoption of a leadership style reflecting social justice?
The findings from Nyasuma’s (2012) study revealed that social justice concerns were not
infused throughout all courses, that students who entered the program with a social justice
background gave a more favorable response to questions about the social justice focus of
courses, and that the program studied did not explicitly list or address social justice concerns.
Informed by Nyasuma’s contribution, this study explored perceptions of recent graduates of a
school leader preparation program that explicitly mentions social justice as a focus, where social
justice concerns are assumed to be infused throughout. Recommendations from Nyasuma for
future research include limiting alumni groups studied to a more recent set of graduates and ones
who attended during a narrower range of dates to ensure that they experienced the same courses
and instructors. In light of Nyasuma’s suggestion, all participants in this study were recent
graduates who completed the program in the last three years.
The second study is Bussey’s (2008) dissertation entitled, “The influence of doctoral
leadership preparation programs on students’ social justice knowledge and dispositions: A
mixed-methods investigation.” Similar to Nyasuma’s (2012) in its focus, the purpose of this
study is to “investigate whether characteristics and practices in leadership preparation programs
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make a difference in students’ social justice knowledge and dispositions” (p.1). Research
questions that guide Bussey’s (2008) study were: “1. To what degree do school leadership
preparation doctoral programs implement practices consistent with preparing leaders for social
justice?, 2. Do students’ knowledge of and dispositions toward social justice change between
program entry and graduation?, and 3. Is there a difference between the knowledge and
dispositions reported by students of programs with a social justice emphasis and the knowledge
and dispositions reported by students of traditional programs?” (p.7-8). The findings from
Bussey’s (2008) study suggest that leadership preparation programs influence students’
ontological beliefs as well as their language, therefore further research is needed to focus on the
social contexts that promote readiness to learn about social justice leadership. She suggests
further study that could center on leaders currently practicing in schools who are also alumni of
school leadership preparation programs. Informed by Bussey, this study centers around
practitioners that recently finished such a program. Alumni of school leadership preparation
programs offer great insight into the preparation experience and into their own change processes.
The proposed study honors Bussey’s suggestion as it gives special attention to the context of the
learning and then to the real-world professional setting where learning is applied.
Program Outcomes
The assessment dimension of Capper, et al.’s (2006) framework involves educational
leadership program evaluation practices, or how the consciousness, knowledge, and skills of
prospective leaders are assessed. Assessments can be conducted at the course level, program
level, or they can take place in the ﬁeld with practicing leaders. A few researchers have
examined the assessment of leadership dispositions. Both Hafner (2004) and Brown (2004)
empirically measured how the dispositions of graduate students in a leadership program about
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social justice changed as a result of taking a course on leadership and social justice. Hafner
(2004) defined dispositions as “awareness, attitudes, and action.” Literature that assesses
leadership knowledge and skills related to social justice is sparse. This study further explored
the assessment of social justice dispositions, knowledge and skills as an integral part of
programming development and evaluation. Many practicing principals claim that there was a
lack of focus on equity issues in their preparation programs. For example, the seven social
justice principals who participated in Theoharis’ (2007) empirical study all felt that their
preparation programs did not assist them in their ability to lead for social justice. In this study,
Theoharis took a critical, qualitative positioned-subject approach combined with principles of
autoethnography as he interviewed leaders and reviewed documents and met with them to learn
about their experiences enacting resistance against marginalization, facing resistance as a result,
and developing their own resistance. While autoethnography can be a valuable methodological
tool, some say its downfall lies with issues with credibility, validity, and generalizability (Ellis,
Adams, & Bochner, 2011). Nevertheless, the findings of this study, “when taken holistically,”
suggest that “preparation programs need to prepare social justice leaders to both enact and
develop resistance in the face of significant barriers” (p.249). Theoharis called for a
reexamination and rethinking of educational leadership programs and suggests that they center
on and commit to developing social justice leaders. This dissertation study addresses that call for
program reexamination.
The Principal as an Agent of Social Justice
Instructors should be engaged creatively in new student-centered practices so that ethical
outcomes can be obtained. In his discussion of principals as moral agents in his book, So you
want to be a principal? Hayes (2004) writes:
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As we move into a new century, a major initiative appears to be forming to
address the issue of values in education and to recognize the moral dimensions of
schooling in general, and of the principalship in particular. At the core of these
efforts is a growing acknowledgment of the fact that value judgments are central
in selecting and realizing educational goals. Closely aligned with this perspective
is a growing acceptance of the fact that the principal's school activities are
intertwined with critical ethical issues. At a deeper level, the principalship is
being slowly transformed into an instrument of social justice. (p. 12)
The meaning of one’s professional development is found less in new managerial and
instructional skills and more in their personal and professional lives and in the policy and school
settings in which one works. Therefore, this study focused on aspiring leaders’ contexts. Their
purposes and lives, capacities for inquiry, development of expertise and competencies, cultures
and leadership programs, formal education, networks for learning and improvement, personal
development and change (Day, 1999).
Research Gaps
Outcomes of contemporary leader preparation programs must be examined to decide if
social justice concerns are being addressed sufficiently and to determine to what extent the
critical consciousness of graduates are being impacted in current courses although “[r]esearch on
assessing leadership preparation programs, their content, delivery, and outcomes, is virtually
non-existent” (Capper, Theoharis, & Sebastian, 2006, p. 219). Documentation and
understanding the participants’ processes of learning informs program development. New
research comparing a wide range of instructional methods and student perceptions of those
methods is beneficial.
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Two features make this study distinct from the rest of the literature on teaching and
leading for social justice as well as the literature on school leader preparation. First, while the
body of literature on leadership for social justice is growing (Marshall & Olivia, 2006; Brown,
2004; Capper, Theoharis, & Sebastian, 2006; Furman, 2012), literature directly connecting
leadership for social justice and student outcomes is not. Secondly, although the field of
educational leadership is producing a practical body of literature on leadership preparation,
research studies centering around best practices for preparing leaders through transformative
education are minimal. This study addresses those two major gaps in education scholarship. Its
purpose is to build a greater understanding of how to better prepare leaders to develop and
maintain educational excellence and equity for all students. Starting with an examination of
dispositions and perceptions of school leaders in training, we can inform modification and
improvements to methods used in higher education for leader preparation. This, in turn, makes
an impact on K-12 schools.
Change is necessary in the education system at all levels to sustain continuous improvement
so that all learners’ needs can be met. Change in K-12 education can be facilitated by and
through school leaders (Brown, 2004). For this reason, education programs and systems should
attend to learner outcomes at all levels. School leaders in preparation with an awareness and
understanding of the causes of differences in outcomes can work to level the field. Marshall and
Oliva (2006) argue that school leaders should acknowledge and understand that inequitable
outcomes in schools are not the result of deficiencies in students, or communities from which
they come. They stem from “systematic organization practices and policies… endemic to schools
and administrator practice” that should be “remedied through sustained, systemic, and evidencebased intervention” (p.6-7). Darling-Hammond (2010) pronounces, “[w]e need to take the
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education of poor children as seriously as we take the education of the rich, and we need to
create systems that guarantee all of the elements of educational investment routinely to all
children” (p.279). Refashioning the practice of school leadership into work as cultural leaders,
urge Denith and Peterlin (2011), involves “understanding and rigorously attend[ing] to issues of
identity and difference, privilege and oppression in the social relations of everyday life” (p.53).
Big issues of identity and difference, of privilege and oppression- the real issues facing school
leaders today- should be acknowledged and attended to earlier in their professional careers: in
their preparation programs. Only then will we have a chance to ensure equity in education and
improve outcomes.
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Chapter Three
Research Methodology
This chapter describes the methods used by the researcher. Chapter goals are to: (1)
disclose the researcher’s identity, (2) describe and justify the methodology of research of this
study, (3) describe the research site and participants, (4) describe the procedures used to collect
the data, (5) provide an explanation of the data analysis procedures, and (6) provide a description
of validation procedures to sustain the credibility of findings.
Researcher’s Identity
When I was a child, I went to an all-black catholic school in the 7 th ward of New Orleans.
As I progressed through elementary grades, I learned that we were considered a “creole” (or
racially-mixed) family by some, and a “black” family by others. My experiences during my
early years were all with black children. Children like me. At school, most of us were from
middle or lower-middle income households. I assume as much, since tuition was required,
although it was apparent that my parents truly struggled to keep me there. I remember having
everything that I needed, but there were no luxuries. I knew that we didn’t have as much as
other families, but my childhood was still contented. I was shy, though. I didn’t express myself
confidently until seventh or eighth grade. By then I had many opportunities to speak and sing in
front of others. It was with experience that I became more comfortable and confident in my
interactions.
It wasn’t until I got to Catholic high school that I was exposed to a culturally and
ethnically-mixed environment. My high school was segregated in another way, however - by
gender. It was an all-girls high school. Needless to say, I spent four of my formative schooling
years with females. Because of my high school experience, I have a strong sense of self as a
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woman and a collegial spirit when it comes to matters of feminism. As I grew older, it became
more apparent that my family wasn’t as well-off as the other girls there and that brought with it a
little anxiety about not being able to afford the designer clothes that my schoolmates had. My
family spent some difficult months struggling with finances and between homes. We were
actually homeless for a brief time, but my mother was still firmly committed to keeping us in
Catholic schools. When I made fifteen, my grandmother took me in. I got a job. My high school
years were spent focused on working part time and excelling in academics and the arts. It was
during those high school years, that my talent in, and love of literature and the arts were
cultivated. As I became more comfortable expressing my thoughts and feelings, I began to see
the emancipatory potential of writing and the creative arts. Both were, and have continued to be
an outlet for me.
There were a few race-related incidents in high school, but I cannot say for sure if these
social challenges were motivated by prejudice or not. I was aware of the line that divided the
races. And the social classes. We all were. When asked if I was “mixed” I’d snidely reply,
“who isn’t”? Most people are of mixed descent anyway. Just from surnames in my family tree,
I can gather that I have German, Italian, Irish and French ancestors. My European ancestry is
just as significant for me as my African lineage. I had friends of all backgrounds, but mostly I
hung out with those who were like me. I now question why people make that choice in life.
When I was a teenager, I dreamed about two things: One, I wanted to be a nun and I
longed to do missionary work with children in Central America. Two, I wanted to be an artist. I
wished to spend my days creating music and art. Well, I skipped the religious vows, and I
probably won’t get to do art full-time until retirement, but as fate would have it, I did take the
vow of marriage at the age of 20, and soon after, a vow of service to the children of my city, as
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an educator working with kids who are a lot like me when I was little.
My college experience was one of isolation, really. I took my classes seriously, but I
didn’t fraternize much with other students. I was too busy. Working two jobs, full-time college
classes, and the new marriage consumed me. I finished college and taught in the public schools
of New Orleans for several years. After a negative year with an ineffective interim principal, I
decided that I would move into leadership in hopes that I would never have to deal with a
supervisor of that sort again. I entered graduate school and began to work on my master’s in
educational leadership. I met people from a variety backgrounds at a public university. The
people there were so different from me. There was a mix of males and females, from multiethnic
families, from many socioeconomic backgrounds. I discovered the differences because I took
time and effort to get to know my classmates this time. And I respected them. There were a few
times, though, that I did feel pushed aside or discredited because of my age and gender, and
possibly my ethnicity. Nevertheless, I persevered.
In the workplace, I discovered that males moved up much faster and with far less work. In
the field of public education, especially, I watched as my male counterparts moved into
supervisory positions before I did. Despite this, after finishing my master’s, I was able to move
into school leadership via a professional developer’s position.
During my first decade as a teacher, I was always thinking of and planning for my
classroom. Amidst that preoccupation, I unfortunately experienced great personal losses. I lost
my younger brother, and a month later, my father. When the year 2000 came around, I made
myself a promise that I would not let my life end without at least trying to pursue all of my
dreams. It was at that point that there was a transformation in my thinking about my career and
my life. I began to take more risks. I was inspired to work harder at my personal and
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professional goals. I interacted frequently with colleagues. I became more spiritual as well. I
worked in the church and used my gifts to glorify the Creator. I began to adopt a professional
orientation towards social justice. I developed critical consciousness and a voice. I was a wife, a
mother, a sister, a daughter, and a leader in my church. I was reminded of my mission again – to
work with children as a nurturer and educator. I wanted to show them acceptance and love and
push them to set and achieve their own goals and pursue their dreams. I shared my artistic talent
in everything that I did. I have also given my heart to the work I do and to children. I believe in
open expression of thoughts and emotion – a free, feminine spirit. Some see this as a
disadvantage.
Being a female does have its advantages, though. I am thankful that I have been able to
bring two wonderful children into the world. I am a good mother. I am not afraid to show my
emotions and I care deeply for others. I am truly a feminist at heart. I agree with the ideals of
feminism, especially as they relate to attention to formal and informal educational processes and
transformative learning. While developing my identity as a researcher, I have been heavily
influenced by feminist studies. I was drawn to study policy and practice in school leadership
preparation. I find great inspiration in qualitative research studies and the narratives within. The
art and science involved in portraiture intrigues me. I am an advocate for arts-based approaches
to life and learning. My job is my art. My work as an educator, school leader and district
administrator requires deep reflection for planning, support and evaluation. It also involves
creativity. Professional improvisation is required to deal with the challenges and dynamics of
each day in schools. My life experiences and background have prepared me to work
passionately to educate children and develop adults and to appreciate difference and diversity.
My critical consciousness is what motivates me to advocate for all people and a more just world.
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I realize also that the causes of low achievement in some students and in some schools is
connected to larger issues. Social issues, health issues, economics, and government policies are
to blame for disparity. We must look at both internal and external problems in order to improve
schools and provide better opportunities. Lasting results will only come when a concerted effort
is made. Together, we can improve the system.
Someone once asked me if I thought that all school leaders needed training based on social
justice principles…I do. All school leaders need to have a critical awareness and understanding
of theory, history, their own limitations and biases and the current status of society. Leaders
must also possess the skills needed to promote innovation and improvement. When this happens,
we will have the desire and power to initiate long lasting change. In an attempt to spark that
change, my research investigated the perceptions and experiences of participants’ in their social
justice leadership preparation programs. This will my contribution to the growing body of
literature concerning social justice leadership preparation. My hope is that this report inspires
others to take a closer look at existing educational systems from pre-kindergarten all the way to
the doctoral level through the eyes of the students. Documenting and evaluating outcomes of
educational programs so that improvements is necessary to inform improvement efforts. We
should value the perceptions of learners and allow them to reflect on elements students feel
contribute to their individual growth and change. There is far too little attention paid to the
perception, awareness, and persistence of prejudice, inequity and discrimination in education.
This report is my first major contribution to the field and a springboard from which I will join
into the fight for change.
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Rationale for Case Study Approach
The approach of this investigation was explanatory case study (Yin, 2003) utilizing qualitative
research methodology. The questions this study posed lend themselves to a qualitative
approach because, qualitative inquiry allows us, as Creswell (1998) offers, to “study things in
their natural settings, attempting to make sense of or interpret phenomena in terms of the
meanings people bring to them” (p.15). This aspect of qualitative research is important because
it explains people’s life experiences and their personal implications. The research questions fit an
explanatory case study since multiple sources of information will be helpful in answering the
aforementioned research questions. Explanatory case studies explain phenomena. The
phenomenon explored in this study was the preparation experience of school leaders in one
social-justice-focused program. Explanatory case studies present a description of the facts of a
case, offer reflections on alternative accounts, and provide conclusions based on explanations of
the evidence gathered. According to Mills, Durepos, and Wiebe (2010), the explanatory power
of intensive case study research does not rely on statistical generalization but, instead, on
understanding and analytic generalization” The study explored different perspectives on the issue
of social justice leadership programming in one higher educational institution. It relied upon
multiple sources of information, interviews, and document review, to answer the research questions.
Case study methodology was employed since this study aimed to answer questions that
described the preparation program. These questions were too complex for surveys or
experimental strategies. The descriptions provided helped to build an understanding of the
program’s implementation and the instructional experiences and learning processes encountered
by participants. Black and Murtadha (2007), maintain that case studies that represent the real
world “are meaningful learning opportunities that draw attention to language and meaning-

31

making, patterns of behaviors, beliefs and values, and economic and political structures while
showing the interactions within an organization or setting” (p. 15).
Capper, Theoharis, and Sebastian’s (2006) framework for preparing leaders for social
justice was applied to this real-world case as an analytic tool. The theoretical framework for Capper,
et al.’s (2006) study draws from two main bodies of literature: social justice leadership and
transformative learning. Relationships between and among the elements of the framework were
illustrated in this dissertation project. Data from the graduates’ semi-structured one-on-one interviews
was analyzed. From the analysis, a rich description of the graduates’ perceptions of the program and
program impact was offered. This information is to be shared with policy makers, university
professors, school leaders and program leaders as an additional source of information on program
outcomes. One goal of this study was to inform school leader program innovation and improvement.
Site Selection
The site chosen for this study was a private higher educational institution identified by the
researcher as one that applies social justice concepts to daily operations: curriculum, programs,
policy, and practice. This master’s program in educational administration spoke to social justice
specifically in its philosophy and conceptual framework using words such as community, justice,
reflective, and truth. The site studied was assigned a pseudonym (Covenant College). The
educational administration graduate program studied was one determined to be consciously
implementing socially-just principles. Published documents from the university advertised the
program’s social justice orientation.
Site Description
Covenant College is described as a Catholic institution of higher learning where graduates
are expected to use the knowledge and skills gained from coursework to make an impact on their
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community and the world. A governing board was organized for Covenant College in the late
1960s. The college grew in student numbers and added new academic and professional programs
to the initial curriculum which had a teacher education emphasis. The college awarded its first
honorary degree in the 1970s and new programs were added soon after. The college website
indicates that it has a goal of student self-realization. (College website, July 1, 2018).
Program Description
Covenant College’s master’s program in educational leadership allows teachers with state
certification to move towards certification as a Level I educational leader. This certification
allows them to serve as school administrators. The goal of the program is “to give educational
leaders the knowledge and skills to improve student learning by improving the teaching and
learning process in schools.” The written philosophy of the program includes words such as
“self-developing” and “community.” The program description states that it fosters development
of the whole person and that intrapersonal and interpersonal skills are developed in to support
justice in the world. The philosophy of the program was apparent in the department's conceptual
framework outlined in the graduate student handbook. The program’s philosophy and
conceptual framework are thought to improve the “knowledge, skills, and dispositions” of
graduate students. (College website, July 1, 2018)
According to published documents, Covenant College offers a program of study in
educational leadership which leads to a master’s degree. Program course titles include words
such as vision, data-driven, research-based, legal, political, fiduciary, management, diverse,
history, curriculum, instructional, and communication. More traditional curricular topics such as
leadership theory and organizational management are covered; however, all course syllabi in the

33

program indicate that the program is specifically aimed at integrating social justice and
facilitating transformation.
Course documents assert that graduate students are exposed to the multi-faceted
roles and responsibilities of school leadership: the management of instruction, resources, culture,
and the facilitation of the collaborative processes for development of both faculty and students.
Course syllabi were examined to attain a working knowledge of the overall structure of the
program, its coursework, and topics.
Study Participants
The gatekeeper at this four-year institution was the department chair. The professor who
taught the courses and ran the department of educational administration was a consultant for this
study. A written request for participation was sent to the department chair for approval. The
department chair initiated contact with possible participants by way of an email announcement of
the study. Next, a direct invitation to participate was sent to possible candidates to appeal for
their involvement in the study.
The participants in this study were graduate students who recently completed (within the
last three years) this educational leadership master’s program. A purposeful sample (Creswell,
1998) of eight graduates who completed the master’s program who were willing and available to
participate in this study was sought via referral by the department chair. The sample was
considered “purposeful” since both the site and the individuals were intentionally selected so that
an understanding of the central case, the program, can be obtained (Creswell, 1998).
Participants were recruited after consultation with the department chair of the higher
educational institution being studied. The researcher began by asking the department chair to
identify recent graduates of the program who might be considered typical cases. An email
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invitation was sent out to the entire sample. Those respondents who agreed to participate in the
study made up the initial group in the purposive sample (Erlandson, 1993).
Demographic information for the participants is provided to offer some context. These
participants provided demographic information including current position, age, gender, and
ethnicity. The ethnicity ratio and gender ratio were typical of the program enrollees.
Demographic data is displayed in Table 1.
Table 1: Interviewee demographic information
Name

Gender Age range

Ethnicity Current Position

Sharon F

25-34 years old

White

Assistant Principal, Parochial school

Joan

F

35-44 years old

White

Assistant Principal, Parochial school

Shay

F

25-34 years old

Black

Master Teacher, Public school

Jackie

F

35-44 years old

White

Teacher Leader, Parochial school

Shelia

F

45-54 years old

Black

Master Teacher, Public school

Johnny M

35-44 years old

Black

Principal, Public school

Sid

M

45-54 years old

White

Head Master, Private school

Jenny

F

Older than 54

Black

Teacher Leader, Public school

*all names are pseudonyms
Semi-structured interviews of the eight alumni along with one faculty member (*Dr.
Walker, Black male, older than 54) served as a primary method of data collection. Four of the
program graduates participated in on-campus interviews and the remaining four participated in
phone interviews.
Interviewees responded to open-ended questions which required them to reflect on their
experiences in the program. Specifically, alumni were asked to discuss how the information
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and activities they were exposed to resulted in the development of skill sets and dispositions
toward social justice educational leadership. While study participants shared diverse perspectives
regarding their matriculation experiences, some of the responses contained similarities. The
program director, the only faculty member interviewed, offered information about program
background and development.
The researcher was able to organize the data by focusing on answering the two major
research questions. The participants’ responses were coded, clustered and categorized.
Categories were then classified under domains (see Table 2). Then, the data was reanalyzed and
reorganized into clusters of meaning that are reported later as themes.
Data Collection
Data for this case study came primarily from two sources: semi-structured interviews
(Galletta, 2013) and document review (Erlandson, 1993). Data was triangulated to increase the
credibility and validity of information to and to produce accurate results for certainty in data
collection.
One-on-one interviews were used as primary source. The two dissertations reviewed
previously employed similar data collection methods. Semi-structured interviews (Galletta,
2013) were used to gain a better understanding of participants’ perceptions and definitions of
social justice, the in-place policies, programs, and practices that contribute to socially-just
leadership programs and those that promote the development of a socially-just school leader.
These interviews were guided by a set of prepared, open-ended questions. (See Appendix B for
Interview Protocol.) Before the session began, each interviewee was presented with a brief
description of the study and a consent form to sign to ensure the interviewee of confidentiality
and anonymity. Four interviews were conducted on campus in a familiar environment for
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participants and four via phone.
Information found in relevant university documents helped to provide a holistic and
historical context of the development of policies and strategies, and the development of program
content. Documents collected included the program handbook and course syllabi from all
courses in the program. Other documents considered for this study included private documents
offered by participants such as journals and written course assignments. Three advantages of
using participants’ personal documents were that they provided a good source for text data, they
were in the language of the participants, and they were ready for analysis without transcription
(Creswell, 2005). These originally produced documents were obtained through unobtrusive
measures: from the institution’s website, upon request from the department chair, and voluntarily
from participants (Erlandson, 1993).
Generalizability, Trustworthiness and Quality of Research
Generalizability in quantitative work refers to the degree to which research findings can be
applied from the study sample to the entire population. But qualitative research requires a new
conception on generalizability. It involves generalizing “fit” between the situation studied and
other situations that its concepts might apply to. It requires in-depth analysis and rich
descriptions of the setting and the phenomena under investigation so that the information
gathered can be useful in understanding other sites. When communicated effectively, it
contributes to awareness and understanding and encourages action in the area of the situation
studied (Schofield, 2002).
This study is one of naturalistic inquiry. Its purpose is to “understand the constructions of
the respondents on their own terms.” (Erlandson, 1993, p.132) These constructs are created by
respondents in the context begin studied. Some techniques of naturalistic inquiry to ensure
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“trustworthiness” are triangulation, referential adequacy materials, peer debriefing, member
checking, reflexive journaling, and purposive sampling (Erlandson, 1993).
Validation
As meaning was constructed from the data, both triangulation, searching for the
convergence of information, and member checking (Saldaña, 2009) was used to validate findings
during analysis with participants themselves. This was accomplished by asking participants to
review rough drafts of writing in which their actions or words were featured for verification.
Finally, interpretations were evaluated using an internal standard as well “determining whether it
[was] consistent with my own sense of meaning” (Creswell, 1998, p.215). Reflective notes were
kept throughout the project to maintain “heightened self-awareness in the research
process…[which] create(d) personal and social transformation” (Creswell, p.196) for the
researcher as well. The researcher’s experiential data and any personal and ethical issues were
disclosed in a personal narrative in the final document. Researcher bias was clarified to increase
credibility.
Data Analysis
The steps to analyzing qualitative data typically involve data organization, data reduction,
data coding and data categorization (Creswell, 2005). For this study, data organization involved
transcribing the interviews of eight alumni and one faculty member which produced over one
hundred pages of raw data. Transcripts were then reviewed multiple times to ensure researcher
familiarity with the data. Data reduction was accomplished through initial coding of the raw data
and the codes assigned in the NVivo software application. Next, codes were categorized based
on their relatedness and relationships across categories. This resulted in the emergence of
themes. Transcripts were then reviewed to determine whether or not the themes generated
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through the process just described could actually be substantiated by the raw data. The next
phase of data analysis focused on identifying connections between themes that developed from
the interviews and the content of the curricular documents.
Interviews were digitally recorded to ensure accuracy for transcription. After a line-by-line
transcription was complete, participants were given an opportunity to review the transcripts so
that they could verify content and discuss edits if necessary. On some occasions, brief, followup, one-on-one interview was requested of one or more participants to provide clarification or
further information as needed.
As the researcher engaged in the inductive analysis of “coding” relevant literature,
program documents, notes, and interview transcripts, she focused on the guiding research
questions. A code in qualitative inquiry is most often “a word or short phrase that symbolically
assigns a summative, salient, essence-capturing, and /or evocative attribute for a portion of
language-filled or visual data” (Saldaña, 2009, p.3). Codes were assigned to words, phrases,
sentences, and whole paragraphs. Some expected codes were determined upfront from the
literature which informed this study. These a priori, or theoretically derived, codes came from
prior reading, theoretical understanding, and the theoretical framework chosen provided the
researcher with a “start list” of concepts to work with prior to fieldwork (Miles & Huberman,
1994). This list of codes (with dates of code creation noted) have been maintained for
documentation of the process. Then, as Saldaña (2009) suggests, coding continued throughout
the fieldwork process, during data collection as “a cyclical act” since the first cycle of coding
data is never perfectly attempted. The second cycle and beyond of recoding is what “further
manages, filters, highlights, and focuses the salient features of the qualitative data record for
generating categories, themes, and concepts, grasping meaning, and /or building theory”
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(Saldaña, 2009, p.8). When codes produced too much information, they were broken down into
sub-codes. After codes were arranged hierarchically (in a tree), sub-codes were then determined
or developed to show parent relationships.
Thematic analysis occurred next as coding identified themes across the data. Themes are
defined as “outcome[s] of coding, categorization and analytic reflection” (Saldaña, 2009, p.11).
A theme is a higher level of categorization which can be used to identify a major element of the
data analysis. Saldaña (2009) believes that coding “is an interpretive act” (p.4). He posits,
“[s]imilarly coded data will be organized and grouped into categories when they share some
characteristic” and then the researcher’s job is to refine the contents of each category (p.8).
Categories were then analyzed and compared. Working within and across categories, the
researcher rearranged and reclassified coded data into different or new categories (or
subcategories), themes, and concepts (Saldaña, 2009). A category is a grouping imposed on the
coded pieces, in order to reduce the number of different bits of data during analysis.
QSR International's NVivo 10 qualitative data analysis software was used to facilitate data
analysis. This software was chosen because it has helped the researcher to save, organize and
code the literature and data which undergirds this study. NVivo software allowed the researcher
to identify and manipulate the “nodes” or key ideas inside of the software to design a hierarchical
(tree-structured) coding system. Insights gained through this process were transferred back into
the coding system and reference copies of the models were retained for reference. (Bazeley and
Jackson, 2013, p. 224)
Determining relations between and among the nodes in NVivo facilitated the development
and infusion of new concepts into the theoretical model. The researcher compared and contrasted
passages of text so that dimensions within concepts or previously unobserved variables could be
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discerned.
Once gathered, data was analyzed using a data analysis spiral, “engaging the process of
moving in analytic circles rather than using a fixed linear approach. One enters the data of
text…and exits with an account or a narrative. In between, the researcher touches on several
facets of analysis and circles around and around” (Creswell, p.142). Throughout this process,
Capper, Theoharis, and Sebastian’s (2006) framework for preparing leaders for social justice was
utilized as a lens and instrument for analysis and evaluation (see Appendix A). This framework
was used as an organizational and interpretive tool to determine when and how reflection and
action within and across dimensions was included in the participants’ graduate experiences.
Reflective Journal
A reflective journal was kept by the researcher to document process and insights over the
course of the study. This process supports credibility, transferability, dependability and
confirmability of the findings (Erlandson, 1993). The process of journaling began several years
ago as this research topic was developed. Journaling served as an additional research tool since
understanding the researcher's identity and processes is critical in qualitative work. The journal
documents the researcher's role and triangulates data since it was used as a data set. It served as
a means of reflection, critical self-awareness and communication. According to Janseck (1998),
journal writing can be viewed as a “type of connoisseurship by which individuals become
connoisseurs of their own thinking and reflection patterns and indeed their own understanding of
their work as qualitative researchers” (p.4). Through reflective journaling, the researchers’
“experiences, opinions, thoughts, and feelings [become] visible” (Ortlipp, 2008, p.1). In this
way, journals give the readers insight into the research process and deepen the writer’s
understanding of the study. They enhance the process and the product by providing insight into
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the “personal side of research” (Borg, 2001, p.174).
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Chapter Four
Findings
Chapter four presents the findings from the case study of the master’s program in
educational leadership at Covenant College. The aim of this study was to better understand the
role of social justice in the program. Interviewees were asked to described how social justice
was operationalized therein. Data analysis was conducted through the process of data reduction,
analysis of statements to discover themes, and a search for possible meanings (Creswell,
1998, p.52). A case description was then developed to explain the perceived experience and
impact of this program on its graduates.
This section includes a description of experiential themes and an explanation of
relationships between and among the data and experiences. These descriptions reveal the
“essence” or “essential, invariant structure” of the experience of Covenant College’s master’s
program in educational leadership (Creswell, 1998, p. 51-55).
Throughout this research project, Capper, Theoharis, and Sebastian’s (2006) framework
for preparing leaders for social justice was utilized as a lens and instrument for analysis and
interpretation (see Appendix A). Capper, et. al’s (2006) framework is referenced when
determining how program graduates experienced “praxis” or reflection and action within and
across its six domains. Furman (2012) recommends definite activities, some focused on
reflection, some on action, for developing social justice leaders. Therefore, specialized
curricula and instructional methods focused on praxis should develop capacity in social justice
leaders in preparation programs. Furman’s (2012) conceptual framework of five
dimensions of “social justice leadership as praxis” (p. 204) endorses reflection and action
activities for developing social justice leaders. She believes that a capacity for critical
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consciousness is developed by reflection and action in and across personal, interpersonal, and
communal, systemic, and ecological levels.
Qualitative data was collected using case study research procedures (Creswell, 1998)
guided by the primary research questions and sub-questions. Both major research
questions dealt directly with program content. Through a thorough analysis of the data collected,
the researcher gained insight into concepts pertaining to social justice leadership preparation and
practice. These findings are presented to describe the program rooted in participants’ lived
experience. Program graduates articulated their views regarding ways that social justice was
integrated into their preparation program experience.
Theme I: Intentional Learning Environment
After analyses of program documents and the responses to interview questions were
conducted, overarching themes consistent across all data sources became apparent. The first
theme encountered when reviewing interview transcripts dealt with the importance of the
learning environment or culture of the program. All eight alumni expressed positive views with
the master’s in educational leadership program at Covenant College.
Positive Program Culture
When the researcher inquired about the most effective program elements, all eight
interviewees spoke highly of their professors. Professors’ high expectations of graduate students
were a motivator. Sheila commented, “I've had Dr. Walker for like seven classes. He is really
good at challenging students by asking follow up questions. He asks really difficult questions.”
Sharon added, “We get a lot of assignments that put pressure on us, but we always rise to the
occasion. So they (the professors) have high expectations of students in the program.” These
two responses indicate that high expectations and challenge were a part of the learning
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environment. Desired program outcomes are supported by an intentionally-created learning
environment that builds student confidence (Capper, et. al, 2006).
Jackie expressed her feeling that the professors’ confidence in her helped her to gain
confidence in herself.
Their confidence in us as leaders and their professionalism was very transformative for
me because I came in here not even knowing if this is what I wanted to do. Within the first
semester I was like, ‘I'm ready. This is it, this is where I need to go. I can do this. I will do
this. I'll lead a school.’
Shay also spoke specifically about professors and confidence-building:
I think that was huge…the professors and their confidence-building abilities, the trust
they put in us to do what we're supposed to do. That's helped me getting through this
process of applying, and interviewing, and all the things I'm doing now.
Shay felt that she gained confidence from her tenure as a graduate student in the program. She
was provided with an environment and conditions which enabled her to fully engage with the
pedagogy, curriculum, and assessment giving her great sense of readiness to lead.
The professors of Covenant College’s educational leadership master’s program are
veteran educators who bring their knowledge and understanding of effective leadership to the
classroom. Shelia referenced the professors’ extensive experience in education as advantageous
to students:
What I loved about Covenant College’s program…the instructors brought their own
personal experiences and practices to the classroom. Most of them were either currently or
formerly in the teaching profession at different schools throughout the city. An aspect of
the program that had the most influence on my development was the way the instructors

45

made the classes relevant while motivating and stimulating the leader in you. They did not
allow you to hide behind the scenes. They wanted your input. They wanted to hear what
you had to say.
This quote highlights the belief that the professors’ experience in education allowed them to
create an inclusive classroom culture of confidence and challenge.
High Level of Interaction
Program alumni valued high levels of interaction in their courses. Opportunities to interact
with peers, professors, and diverse school communities were cited as impactful experiences.
Interactions with others helped develop an awareness and appreciation of differences
Awareness and appreciation of diversity is considered an integral part of a transformative
experience according to Black and Murtadha (2007). Joan suggested that analyses of case
studies and community interaction be integrated into courses to gain alternative perspectives.
…looking at real life scenarios, or going out into the community and immersing yourself a
little bit more in a different system than you're used to, and kind of forcing us out of our
comfort zones.
Joan’s suggestion illustrates engagement at the communal level of Furman’s (2012) conceptual
framework. Furman (2012) proposes five dimensions of “social justice leadership as praxis” (p.
204). This framework supports the development of leaders’ capacity for critical consciousness
and reflection and action in and across personal, interpersonal, and communal, systemic, and
ecological levels. Furman explores praxis—reflection and action—in and across each dimension
just as Joan suggests.
Opportunities for Experiential Learning
Real-world scenarios supported growth and development of program participants. They
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exposed candidates to issues confronting school leaders and illustrated ways of advocating for
those who are less powerful (Capper, et. al, 2006). Graduate students were both challenged and
informed as they responded to scenarios and case studies that illustrated the relevance of the
curriculum to the real world. Responding and reflecting on various scenarios in real-world
context allowed learners to reflect on what they learned in the program and apply that knowledge
to practice.
Jenny believed that experiential learning is the best teacher when preparing social justice
leaders to work for equity in schools:
In retrospect, they did what they could at Covenant College to prepare leaders…
[to deal with issues of]…inequity. The truth of the matter is that you have to get
out there and experience these situations hands on…there are some things you can plan
for, and some you cannot.
Program graduates were asked to make suggestions for development of the master’s
program. Interviewees’ recommendations mostly centered around ideas for additional
interactive activities. For instance, Shay suggested, “I think we need to role-play in classes. We
have dialogues, we read things and respond in writing, respond verbally, and converse with other
people in the group, but we rarely role-play. When asked for an example, she continued…
“Well, we could a read a scenario that may have some inequities mentioned in there (for
example, a school district that has an old policy that is challenged because it is seen as
discriminatory). How would we respond? We would have some time to think about what we
would do. There was just not a lot of action in the classroom.”
Shay’s suggestion indicated her preference for a real-world context for reflecting and acting.
Her example illustrates that role-playing could be considered a meaningful learning activity.
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Reflection and response to hypothetical situations can serve as a learning experience to foster
student growth through critical reflection and action.
Experience and observation in the field is essential during preparation. It was one of
Shelia’s preferred learning modes. She had only had one criticism of the program. She offered:
We all got very comfortable hanging out with each other in the classroom here and going
through the motions and doing the PowerPoints and making the Prezis and doing the
journal articles. But for me, the most meaningful experiences of the program were having
to go to a school board meeting and going through that experience. Then kind of being
pushed a little bit out of my comfort zone to see that no, not every school is like my little
PreK through seventh grade school with 500 students where we all know each other's
parents... That's not every school.
Shelia felt that engagement with policy-makers at the district-level was a new experience for her.
She felt that the knowledge and understanding she gained shook her frame of reference in a
most positive way. It helped to expand her thinking by showing her the bigger picture. Brown
(2009) thinks that preparation programs should restructure their teaching to include
transformative strategies to better prepare school staff for educational situations that involve
students of diverse backgrounds (p. 49). Field-experiences with diverse people in diverse
settings appeared to enrich graduate students' perspectives.
Sharon was exposed only to elementary schools during her internship. When asked to offer
ideas for program improvement, she suggested, “Perhaps bringing folks to another school level
as part of their professional field work. For example, I know that we are always encouraged to
go to a different institution for the internship part of our program. However, looking back, all of
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my experiences have been in an elementary setting.” Most of the program alumni interviewed
appreciated being exposed to a variety of settings and real-world issues as part of their
preparation, especially when the site or situation was a new one for them. Sharon confirmed the
popular sentiment among graduates that “experiencing something different” during the internship
was advantageous to broadening their knowledge and skill base and expanding their thinking.
Collaborative Support Structure
The educational leadership preparation program at Covenant College is set up to allow
graduate students to share knowledge and experience with others. The diversity of students
enrolled in the program was seen as an advantage by all respondents. Graduate students are able
to matriculate in a cohort. Johnny recognized the value of diversity in graduate students’
backgrounds and felt that he learned from others as he worked collaboratively on team projects:
Having to work with someone who I normally wouldn’t select to work with and knowing
that the outcome I wanted was different than what they wanted. So, knowing that we had
to brainstorm possible ways… I’m not going to think like [Sharon]…. Our backgrounds
are too different. When I was assigned a partner, even though we saw things differently,
we had to work together to come up with a solid project…to complete the project
successfully …that showed diversity for both of us.
Since graduate students were often assigned to groups, they were forced to work
collaboratively and cooperatively with people with different backgrounds and perspectives.
Challenging and changing students’ dispositions to become more aware of issues of inequity is a
major concern for a social justice leadership program. Students also challenged each other.
When asked about their level of satisfaction with the program, another popular response
referenced support from and accountability to peers. Jackie noticed some variance in effort
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between she and another graduate student:
They don't expect anything less of you and everybody did their best for the most part, as
far as I know. I had one person that I remember going through the program that was ...
She didn't put her full effort into it, I could tell. It was a little bit disappointing to be
around her, but everybody else was, ‘I'm in this. I want to do my very best, ... This is
going to be phenomenal for me one day.’ I thought that was a great program to be a part
of.
Being accountable to peers encouraged this student to perform at a higher level. This
accountability motivated the graduate students and promoted learning. Students accept
individual responsibility and accountability for personal and professional growth,
decisions, actions, and results. This acceptance of responsibility and accountability (to others) is
one of the desired student outcomes of the program, according to course syllabi. This study
raises the issue of accountability in leadership preparation programs as it assessed student
satisfaction with program processes. A variety of different perspectives were recognized and
reported by the researcher.
Some scholars believe leadership preparation programs should “mine the theoretical
aspects of social justice in a way that purposefully surfaces the antiracist dimensions of learning
within diverse contexts” (Diem, Carpenter, Lewis-Durham, 2015, p.21). Social justice leader
preparation programs promote respect for diversity, and inclusive culture. They challenge
prejudiced attitudes and address discriminatory behavior. Additionally, Capper, et. al, (2006)
believe the environment should foster emotional safety, risk taking and allow the expression of
multiple perspectives.
Establishing an adult learning environment that allows the full expression of multiple
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perspectives is not easy, but Dr. Walker shared how he encourages and sometimes forces
diversity in collaborative groups:
…[W]hen I try to put collaborative groups together, I make sure those groups remain
diverse. In other words, I don't get up in front of the class and say who wants to be in
this group. I assign them to a group, so I make sure I got the diversity by race, ethnicity,
gender, all that. So in a sense they all are mandated to work together and I'll be honest
with you. Sometimes even racially there is a little resistance, but in the end most of the
time they come back and tell me I'm glad we had this group together. Sometimes people
go into things with perceptions that are not real perceptions. They are just perceptions.
They're not based on any fact. And sometimes you have to, I hate to use this word, but
you have to force them to work with other people to overcome some of those
stereotypes, biases they may have. So that is probably the most obvious way that I
do it to make sure that we have diverse groups working together, and I think that forces
diversity down the line.
Dr. Walker’s intentional planning for collaboration between people from different
backgrounds allowed graduate students to become more aware of alternate frames of reference.
Mezirow (1997) suggests understanding how feelings and perceptions determine actions is
important. People tend to discard ideas that are outside of their own preconceptions, as they
often consider those notions mistaken or non-sense. Transformative learners move toward a
more self-reflective frame of reference that is more discriminating and inclusive. Points of
view are changed through discourse with others, reflection, problem solving, and
understanding the need to revise assumptions (Mezirow, 1997).
With regard to elements of Covenant College’s social justice leader preparation program

51

considered most effective by participants, opportunities to develop an appreciation for other
cultures were mentioned. An awareness of, and a positive response to differences is essential
for leaders of a school communities. According to participants, experiences with diversity were
integrated into a variety of program elements including the demographics and backgrounds of
program enrollees.
Learning activities in the program included reading, responding, reflecting, lectures,
scenarios, case studies and internships. When asked about dealing with diversity in schools,
an interviewee expounded on the many ethnic groups at her school and how the community is
responsive to their needs. When asked what she learned about making her school welcoming and
fair to students of color, Sharon gave this example:
Well, I think we learned a lot about reaching out to the community and collaborating with
all stakeholders, which has truly, truly been a positive thing for me personally. After
finishing the program, I reached out to various groups among our school community and
those stakeholders to make sure that we get input. And I'll refer back to the Arabic
community that we service. A large population of them. There are certain dietary needs
that need to be handled, and so we have had some major conversations where the leaders
of the Arabic community who have come over to our school and had conversations with
us. We've had the opportunity to sit down with the board of the Muslim Academy, for
example, which is right around the corner from us, and talk about what we need to do to
service some of those students who are in our community. There are markets and stores
that are in our community. We want to keep those race relations open. We want to keep
them fair as best we can. What is good for one student is certainly good for all students. It
makes things better to be a little more about this Arabic and Muslim population, simply
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because that's where I am at this time in my professional career. They are a significant part
of our community.
It is unclear whether this view was an outcome of her time in the program.
Theme II: Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion Were Present in Program
Engaging Program Content
With regard to program curriculum, most graduates felt that it prepared them well for
their leadership roles. According to interview data, the courses considered most effective in
helping participants to understand structural inequity were school law and multicultural studies.
Sid remarked:
We had the legal course, and we went through a lot of different case studies…That was a
helpful course. Let's see…we also had a multiculturalism course, where you had to read
several books in different perspectives and what have you, to make sure that people are
doing things the right way…it gave that different perspective based on what's happening
in the academic world, from the beginning of academics in America versus present day
America present day...Okay, well I can see why people will either perceive or
experience some kind of racism or some kind of ism associated with whatever their
background happens to be.
Sid’s comment reflected his views on program curriculum but a specific emphasis
on social justice was not mentioned. The curriculum may have done well to prepare the
participants to be school leaders, but the expected, inherit focus on awareness of and action to
eradicate structural inequity as a social justice leader was absent.
Building skills related to social justice in practice or “praxis” is listed as a goal of the
internship experience in the master’s program in educational leadership at Covenant College.
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All of the interviewees referred to the internship as their most meaningful experience
in the program. The program requires two semesters of internships where graduate students
apply theoretical knowledge and skills developed during their matriculation in the program.
Interns were placed at schools to assist school administrators with the day to day work of school
leadership. Interns shadowed principals and supported their work. They actively participated in
school management processes and supported classroom instruction. Jenny saw the
internship as a confidence building experience. When asked about the program’s influence on
her, Jenny referred to the two internships as the most impactful part of the program:
Both of them...having to actually do an action plan. Having to work with a principal side
by side, shadowing a principal, …those are the key elements that that really influenced me
in terms of giving me the confidence that I needed. The lectures were fine, the information
was relevant, I took away anything I learned, but actually having to do the work…hands
on…It really prepared me for leadership.
In her remark, Jenny spoke about opportunities to observe and assist in school settings but the
emphasis seemed to be on the traditional roles and responsibilities of principals. Jenny gave
examples of tasks such as circulating and supervising during duty periods, working as managers,
working out day to day problems with management and finance, and observing instruction.
The curriculum in an leadership preparation program should promote the acquisition of
content knowledge. Knowledge refers to what a school leader needs to know to be effective.
“School leaders for social justice need to know about evidence-based practices that can create an
equitable school” (Capper, et. al, 2006, p.213). They should have a deep understanding
of current theory and research-based equitable practices. Curriculum focused on issues of
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equity, difference and equitable practices should result in consciousness raising about power and
privilege.
When reflecting on the knowledge acquired during their enrollment in the program which
prepared them to be leaders who ensure equity, all interviewees said that they gained knowledge
in their coursework in law, finance, multiculturalism, and curriculum and instruction. But most
respondents did not attend to the part of the question addressing knowledge to prepare
them for ensuring equity. For example, Jackie shared her reflections on program coursework:
The law class was very informative…I think they treated us equitably, which was
good. The way you're treated is the way you tend to treat other people. The whole
experience here I think helps to shape the way I would become a leader, because that's
how I was treated at my school for the most part. I think you treat others how you are
treated. We're supposed to…I don't think we learned too much about ... Or I didn't
concentrate too much about inequality. It was a natural thing to always treat others equally,
treat every student equally.
This response reflected a lack of knowledge or a failure to address inequity in schools and the
responsibility of social justice school leaders to eradicate it.
When asked which aspects of the graduate program he considered most influential on the
development of school leaders, Dr. Walker stressed the importance of graduates having
knowledge and understanding of the difference between being a manager and being a leader.
We try to make sure that they understand, first and foremost, that there is a difference
between management and leadership. Don't get me wrong, good managers are needed. We
need to make sure the buses are on time. We need to make sure there’s food in the
cafeteria. We need to make sure the master schedule is done. But those are all
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management. Equally or even more so, we need leaders and to me, good leaders are people
who can bring other people together, work together in a fashion to understand the vision
and also to meet that vision. Ok? So that's number one, making sure they understand the
difference between management and leadership.
Dr. Walkers’ comment failed to reflect an emphasis on social justice as well. He spoke of good
leadership but did speak specifically to school leadership that recognizes inequity and advocates
for social justice. During the document review, course syllabi indicated that coursework in
Covenant College’s program lacked that specific emphasis as well. Shelia believed that program
coursework gave her exposure to and experience with diversity and allowed for individual
expression.
The curricular components and practices they crafted for learners promoted the fact
that inequalities do exist. Most importantly, they offered workable solutions that could be
used in schools from people and other learners who were entrenched into diverse
settings every day. We were allowed to express feelings, hear one another out, cry on each
other’s shoulder, reflect, and create solutions and interventions that could work
immediately.
In contrast to others, this quote confirms Shelia’s awareness of equity issues that
educational leaders must address. It is not apparent whether program curriculum contributed to
her knowledge of inequities in education.
Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion Matter
When asked about the program’s focus on inequity in schools, Shelia reflected on the
pedagogical elements. She said:
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The program was organized and well developed. I recall class projects, lots of interaction,
and guest speakers (who worked in schools at different levels from title one to principals).
The program also demonstrated the use of the school community as a stimulus, a source of
strength, inspiration, and motivation towards increasing social justice.
Shelia’s experience is much different than that of the seven social justice principals who
participated in Theoharis’ (2007) empirical study. Those principals felt that their preparation
program failed to develop an ability to lead for social justice. They felt that the program had a
limited focus on inequity. Unlike Shelia, other graduate students from Covenant College
failed to even use the phrase “social justice” in their responses to interview questions. Some of
their comments indicated a limited awareness of systemic inequity. The reason for this
difference in perspective between respondents is unknown but worth exploring further.
To ensure that social justice is a major focus of the program in the future, Joan suggested
that an equity-based course be added to the program of study for educational leadership:
If a class could be added that spoke specifically to equity and gave ideas on how to
implement equity in the schools, that might be helpful. We touched on it, but, you know, it
was just a brief little touch. Maybe an actual class on equality versus equity would be
helpful.
Joan felt that if equity could not be integrated into all coursework, a single course highlighting
issues of equity and how to ensure it might be enough. It could expose students to equity issues
and effective strategies for ensuring more equitable conditions in schools. When considering
program improvements, special attention must be given to the integration of issues of inequity.
According to Bussey (2008), “Inequity in our schools, at best, makes a mockery of our
claims to be a democracy in which all citizens have equal opportunities to participate…, and at
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worst, threatens our democracy as poor children of color are disenfranchised by inadequate
education...” (p. 6-7). To successfully address educational inequity, an all-encompassing
approach to improving quality of life for everyone is required. Transformative ideas such as
social justice seek to recognize and reform social structures that create inequity in schools.
Therefore, social justice leadership preparation should have an emphasis on awareness of and
action to address inequitable policies, processes, and programs.
When program alumni were asked to describe the role of a social justice leader with
regard to ensuring equity in schools, one program graduate responded,
Well, I'll tell you. The diversity…In the beginning of my educational career, I felt that
diversity was embraced, and I felt that we truly did feel as an educational community that
every child could learn, that every child should be included…I see teachers walking
around my own school and paraprofessionals wrapped in their garb because they are
Arabic speaking and they are Muslim religion, and I sometimes see some pushback from
our community [of white Christians]. So the children that we teach, about a
third of our population is Arabic, and so of course we have to make sure that those
English-language learners and their families receive the same services and fairness and
equity that everyone else receives.
And I'm finding that, because as a country right now we are somewhat divisive, without
becoming too political I feel like we're divisive, and I feel like that's a challenge that
trickles all the way down to our school community. I try my very, very best to be fair in
every opportunity, whether it’s handling student situations or teacher and staff situations.
This participant’s reflection on diversity, inclusion, and equity was profound. Social justice
leaders are charged with ensuring that everyone has an equal opportunity for success and that no
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one is discriminated against because of difference from the dominant culture. Inclusion of
people who are different than the majority should be valued. Equitable practices give
access to all people so that they have the same opportunities. Jenny considered strategic staffing
at her school as a way to ensure equity:
…a level playing field for everybody is the hugest topic that's being discussed right now.
The difference between equality and equity. I would have to make sure that every student's
needs are met so that each of those children could reach the same level of success…doing
that, would be nothing short of a miracle. But I would try to put staff in positions that I,
positions and places, that I knew, where those kids who needed more got the more that
they needed.
In her comment Jenny’s acknowledged the need to consider the level of effectiveness of
school teacher when determining staff assignments from the stance of a social justice leader. She
mentioned strategic staffing as one idea for action to try and alleviate inequity. Jenny indicated
that she would hire and assign each staff member strategically so that regardless of identity or
difference, all students are treated equitably. She believed that this strategy will ensure that
diversity and inclusion are valued and that the opportunity for success is available to all.
In response to a follow up question about social justice leadership or leadership for equity,
Shay noted that in her time at Covenant College, there was infrequent discussion on the specific
topics “social justice” and “equity” :
Not a whole lot. If I heard anything about justice and social justice, we may have touched
on it a little bit in the law class. And the equity part came in a lot with the multicultural
class.
Shay mentioned that she was introduced to other cultures and the value of culturally sensitive
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curriculum in the multicultural education class. Her comments indicated that the social justice
mission of the college was not integrated into all of her coursework. A social justice emphasis
was not consistently present in all of the courses.
Some program alumni expressed little or no knowledge or experience with equity issues
within the K-12 educational system. For example, when asked to talk about systemic inequity in
K-12 education, Jackie thought that:
…[all] schools, the ones I've had experience with I guess, are equitable anyway. I think
a school leader needs to facilitate that and just kind of have your ear to the ground and hear
if somebody's feeling unwell and treated not equal.
She continued:
…[in] my experience people that are in education love children no matter what their
background is, no matter what their experiences are, and that we want all of them to
succeed, and to do well, and to become their best. So, I think that naturally it
should be an equitable program.
The points that Jackie shared give the impression that she has not been exposed to inequity in
schools. An acute awareness of systemic inequity is essential to serve as a school leader for
social justice. Joan mentioned funding and resources when she talked about ensuring equity.
Within the same district, if you have a multi-million-dollar school and you have a high
poverty or at-risk school, diverting money from that high socioeconomic school to your atrisk school did not guarantee equity ... There was no correlation between that diversion of
money and increased student achievement. I think that a lot of times politicians like to feel
like it's all financial and it's all just about moving money, when it's a lot more. That was
something that my experience last summer in the public school that I did my internship in,
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it definitely taught me that it was much more important to do whole body, whole student,
having the resources from a social standpoint- to offer at home help, offer after school
programs, all of those things, that made the bigger impact than just simply diverting
money from a high income school to an at risk school.
Joan accepts that one school may have a distinctly significant funding level than another. She
feels that money alone will not provide more favorable conditions for schools in communities of
low wealth. Although money alone may not be the solution to ending inequity in education, a
larger financial allocation is needed in a place that has a history of low performance. Leaders
who advocate for more equitable and adequate financing for schools demonstrate a social justice
focus. Additional funding for schools in communities of low-wealth, when spent productively,
could provide opportunities to improve the quality of educational outcomes.
Multicultural Course Valued
Covenant College offered one course which dealt with multicultural education. The
syllabus for this course was reviewed by the researcher. The syllabus listed topics such as:
historical issues in education, cultural diversity and human differences, and the Banks
multicultural model. Multicultural education is an idea, an educational reform movement, and a
process (Banks, 1997). Grounded in social justice, multicultural education is concerned with
creating equal educational opportunities for all students regardless of ethnicity or social-class and
reflecting diverse cultures and groups in schools. According to the syllabus, students learned
about Banks’ (1995) five dimensions of multicultural education: content integration, the
knowledge construction process, prejudice reduction, equity pedagogy, and empowering school
culture and social structure (Banks, 1995). Ethnic diversity in the graduate student population at
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the college and at their school sites was mentioned by all respondents. However, participant
comments did not mention Banks’ dimensions of multicultural education. The researcher
expected that the recognition of ethnic diversity would be connected to the knowledge, skills,
and critical consciousness required to address discriminatory policies and processes affecting
underrepresented subgroups. Reflection and action between and across domains make social
justice leaders most effective. Exercises to heighten awareness of inequity and experiences
addressing it should be part of school leader preparation. How and when this happens is a
concern for program and curriculum developers.
The underlying goal of multicultural education, according to Gorski (2010) is to affect
social change. This is why so many people equate social justice leadership with multicultural
educational leadership. The pathway toward this goal incorporates three strands of
transformation: the transformation of self, the transformation of schools and schooling, and the
transformation of society. The syllabus for Covenant College’s multiculturalism course
highlighted awareness of cultural differences, diversity, and teaching strategies, and changes in
dispositions towards other ethnic groups. Data was not as salient in interviews and document
reviews with regards to essential skills like critical thinking, decision-making, and independent
judgment, all of which experts believe are necessary for affecting change in the educational
profession through action as a social justice school leader.
The findings from Gorski’s (2010) study of multicultural teacher educators demonstrated
that instructors bring a variety of dispositions and theoretical frameworks into their practice.
The literature that informs their practice indicates that liberal and critical approaches to
multicultural education are the ones most frequently encountered. Most likely, Gorski (2010)
asserts, the reasons critical frameworks do not occur consistently in multicultural education
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are related to the reality of “resistance, lack of support, [and the] neoliberal sociopolitical context
of education (p.13). Educators who have developed deep critical consciousness often find
themselves “balancing these dispositions with their own on-the-ground realities” (p.14).
Resistance can be developed in school leaders in training.
Program participants preparing to be socially-just leaders should have knowledge of
systemic inequity in education and should exit the program with an obligation to act to affect
change (Howard, 2007). Learning experiences that increased critical awareness or consciousness
during their preparation were considered valuable by all respondents. However, a social justice
oriented awareness was not apparent in all of the graduates. Professors in a social justice
focused preparation program must make a conscious effort to build curricula and employ
methods of instruction that foster those outcomes. In order to change their schemes of meaning
(specific beliefs, attitudes, and dispositions), "they must engage in critical reflection on their
experiences, which in turn leads to a perspective transformation." (Transformative learning, n.d.)
The pedagogy that college instructors adopt shape their instructional decisions and teaching
strategies.
Theme III: Program Outcomes
Expected Outcomes
According to Capper, et. al (2006), the curriculum of a social justice leadership
preparation program encompasses all the “specific content areas that can influence the
consciousness, deepen the knowledge and build the skills of future leaders to carry out their
work” (p. 213). Table 2 lists expected program outcomes as listed on all course syllabi. The
researcher categorized each outcome into three domains to reflect Capper, et. al’s (2006)
framework: skills, knowledge, critical consciousness. Outcomes that did not fit into
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these categories were added to a fourth outcome area called social justice advocacy and action.
Interview transcripts contained references to some but not all of these expected outcomes.
References made during interviews were categorized as examples of outcomes such as
conducting and evaluating research, obtaining licensure, practicing management skills,
evaluating the impact of theory and practice, and accepting responsibility. Less frequently
mentioned by program graduates were outcomes regarding contributing to change,
demonstrating an advocacy role, demonstrating critical thinking skills, and formulating strategies
for school-level and systemic improvement. In a leader preparation program that promotes social
justice, that content would deal with knowledge of and ability to implement research-based
processes toward eradicating inequity in schools (Capper, et. al, 2006). It would also involve
raising consciousness about power and privilege.
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Table 2: Intended student learning outcomes for Covenant College’s master’s program in
educational leadership by domain (Covenant College, Educational leadership master’s program
course syllabi, 2018)
Upon successful completion of the Covenant College master’s program in educational
leadership, the student should be able to:
Knowledge
1. synthesize theoretical and empirical knowledge in the field of education
2. evaluate the impact of educational theory and practice as it relates to assisting students
in achieving the optimal level of learning
3. succeed in obtaining professional licensure certification
Skills
1. practice professional teaching and educational administration skills within the scope of
a multicultural and changing society
2. practice leadership skills in collaboration with members of the education profession
3. conduct and evaluate research in education and its related disciplines for its
applicability to educational theory and practice
4. formulate strategies for the improvement of learning
Critical consciousness
1. demonstrate the ability to engage in critical thinking, decision-making, and
independent judgment
2. accept individual responsibility and accountability for personal and professional
growth, decisions, actions, and their outcomes
Social justice advocacy and action
1. demonstrate the advocacy role within the department’s conceptual framework for the
uniqueness, dignity, and worth of the students and others
2. contribute to effecting change in the educational profession through actions as a school
leader
Actual Outcomes
Assessment is a critical element of Capper, et al.’s (2006) framework. Assessment
involves evaluation of the processes and practices prospective leaders experience that increase
consciousness, knowledge, and skills. Course syllabi indicated that multiple measures were
utilized to assess student progress. Ongoing course assessment was illustrated through student
interaction, class participation, and with class assignments that also demonstrated proficiency in
writing, reflecting, and speaking. Course assessments included traditional and performance
assessments, reading, discussion, quizzes, tests, and papers. For major course projects, rubrics
were provided for grading purposes.
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Information in documents and interviews about the program’s methods of determining
exactly what graduates learned from initial enrollment to graduation was scarce. Methods of
assessment of program impact was not addressed. Social justice leaders in practice should
at the very least demonstrate the knowledge, skills and critical consciousness outlined in
Covenant College’s course syllabi. Whether or not the graduates are now practicing
social justice school leaders is undetermined. Student assessment was covered in course syllabi,
but the researcher did not inquire about, nor did she encounter any specific information on
overall program assessment and/or evaluation in the interviews. When asked about overall
program assessment, Professor Walker offered an example of how data from the state
standardized test for school leaders was used to make adjustments to the program:
At the end of our program, for graduation and state licenses, you have to pass the school
leadership test. And when I went back and looked at those scores, analyzing the results,
cause it's broken down into six different parts. Even for the ones who were passing the
test, I saw that we still had some very challenging responses when it came to vision and
goals and on that test you have a section of multiple choice questions that have to do with
vision and goals, and you also have some constructive responses that has to do with vision
and goals.
So I started looking at that data, and I said ‘why are we having such a problem?’ because
we talked about vision, and vision and goals in our classes. I knew we were having a
problem, and so instead of putting emphasis on vision and goals in just two classes,
our internship classes, we started putting emphasis on it in all of our classes.
And in the last semester, I saw great, great increase of points scored in the test...a few
years ago, we were anywhere from 3 to 5 or 6 out of 18. This past semester…we are
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getting about 12 to 15 out of 18. So we saw improvement. Now I can't say that this trend is
going to continue, but I do see that over the last two semesters, we began to see some
improved scores in that area. The data was showing that we had a problem, and it was the
data that made us decide we need to do something about this in all our courses, not just
two courses.
Professor Walker’s reflection indicated that he was able to integrate vision and goal setting into
more courses to provide more opportunities for students learn about vision and goal setting.
Course assessments should be conducted using multiple measures to determine program
effectiveness. Desired knowledge and skill outcomes should be identified for the program and
integrated into the curriculum and coursework. Customized formative and summative
assessments could then be developed to document outcomes and inform the program. Pre- and
post- surveys could serve as instrumentation to track changes in critical consciousness and social
justice dispositions.
Summative program assessment should be determined by attending to program outcomes.
Since outcomes reported were different for different people at different settings, the researcher
wonders if there are benefits to conceptualizing social justice in different ways based on
context and on frame of reference. Would that help to explain the wide variety of reported
outcomes?
Changing Frames of Reference
The findings of this study support the notion that exposure to learning environments
other than the classroom creates an opportunity for individual growth and change. All of the
graduates believed that the internship experiences were an essential part of their training. The
syllabi for both of the internship courses state, “[t]his course is designed to help future
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educational leaders apply content studied throughout the educational leadership program.” The
focus is on rich field experiences (125 hours) that should take place first at the candidate’s
school site that was demographically different from their own. This element of the program
was overwhelmingly referenced by all interviewees as positive because it pushed them out of
their comfort zones. However, respondents comments indicated that sometimes the second site
was demographically similar than different.
Shay shared her thoughts about the internship experience in the program. She believed
that the internship was a transformative experience because:
“…[i]t pushed me outside of my comfort zone, and it got me out of my little bubble and it
made me think... part of our internship experience was that we had to write journals and do
peer criticisms of each other's feedback and things like that. It wasn't something you could
just email in. It wasn't something where you could just turn in your hours sheet and there
was no follow up through it… we had to relate our experiences with topics that we had
studied throughout the program.
Shay’s comment offers her own example of the value of self-reflection as part of her
transformative development experience. According to Shields (2010), it “…begin(s) with
critical reflection and analysis and move(s) through enlightened understanding to action”
(p.559). Jackie suggested that the educational leadership department consider an increase in the
number of field experiences that force students out of their comfort zones. She saw those out of
classroom experiences as most valuable:
I definitely think going out and having more site-based experiences, more than just ... Yes,
and that's hard to so ... like in the multicultural class, and the ethics class, kind of delving
into past experiences where maybe a school board or a school system didn't act ethically,
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and then doing more of that peer review and looking at real life scenarios, or going out into
the community and immersing yourself a little bit more in a different system than you're
used to, and kind of forcing us out of our comfort zone.
Jackie was aware that her frame of reference was changed by shadowing. Job shadowing
benefits graduate students in their professional development and is an important part of the
learning process. Jackie’s thoughts on site-based experiences indicates a need for frequent
opportunities to extend the learning environment to the real-world. She felt that real life
experiences that expose learners to other points of view can be transformative. In a related
quote, Joan described her shadowing experiences and the new insight she gained from
shadowing cafeteria and maintenance staff during a typical day.
We had to follow our cafeteria staff and our maintenance staff around for a whole day, and
shadow them and see what their day was like, what they go through, especially in terms of
cafeteria ladies, what paperwork went into it and how they were able to feed 550 students
in a two-hour period. Then with the maintenance men, just following them around and
seeing their nitty gritty and all the expectations set upon them. I felt like those two
experiences were really, really meaningful and interesting and it gave me a much broader
perspective in terms of the whole school campus and how it all functions to make it a
success for the students in terms well beyond just support staff and classroom teachers.
Joan’s remark confirms Mezirow’s (1997) belief that people gain experiences, values,
associations, and feelings called frames of reference that delimit their world. Frames of
reference are the “structures of assumptions through which we understand our experiences”
(Mezirow, 1997, p.5). Transformative learning (Cranton, 1994; Mezirow, 1991, 1996) is the
process of effecting change in a frame of reference. The findings of this research study
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help to determine the structures, or frames respondents considered most valuable or essential
to their development and transformation.
All the respondents reacted most favorably to the instructional methods or pedagogy
utilized by the program’s professors. When asked to describe an aspect of the program that she
felt was effective, Shay (an African-American student) shared one learning activity that she
considered “eye opening”:
“…a class on multiculturalism and I had to interview someone of a different ethnicity
[about their background]. So that opened my eyes a little bit more as well. Um, and just
knowing that I might not be placed at a school where the demographic is predominantly
African American, I had to learn to deal with different religions and different
socioeconomic backgrounds, people who may have different sexual orientations, all of it.
So…I may get a school different than [the one] I'm currently working in.
Shay’s statements reflect an acknowledgement that this class assignment opened her eyes to
people from backgrounds different than her own. Pedagogy is concerned with how content is
delivered. This program’s focus on social justice means that pedagogy, or theory, teaching
practices, and learning processes should all have a goal of raising the critical consciousness of
students. Critical pedagogy involves an awakening of the critical consciousness. Critical
consciousness focuses on achieving a deep understanding of the world, allowing for the
widening of perception through exposure to others of differing backgrounds. Experiences with
people of other ethnicities such as the interviewing activity mentioned above should be
employed in school leader preparation (Theoharis & Sebastian, 2006).
Next, Jenny shared her opinion on the value of course readings (case studies) that make
graduate students aware of the challenges and successes of school communities on a more global
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level:
Um, that's when our eyes were opened to what's going on in other places. And I think
those were really, really influential classes….and, you know, again, it's all relative. It lets
you know it’s not so bad when you read about somebody in New York. In the Bronx, that
was struggling….But then it also gave you hope when you read about the people in
Switzerland and Japan, and then these other cases here in the United States.
This thought shows that Jenny had experiences in the program which allowed her to expand her
view beyond her own school community to a more global perspective. This change in frame of
reference was facilitated by readings and discussions about communities around the world that
were different than her own.
Diem, et al. (2015) noted that, “…[I]t is important that instructors continuously alter
their practice to remain in step with the changing dynamics of students and local contexts”
(p.21). According to the data, the master’s program in educational leadership at Covenant
College is characterized by learning activities and instructional methods that reflect some of
the issues facing school leaders on a global scale. Graduate students referred to reading,
reflecting, and discussion as learning opportunities in class.
Sharon shared how considering her own views on readings and discussion topics and
receiving feedback from others was an important part of her experience. She saw reflection and
class discussion as transformative learning activities.
First and foremost, reflection on almost every assignment that we had to do, and the
classroom discussions; classroom discussions with someone as knowledgeable as Dr.
Walker and with such rich feedback. He truly opened the floor for discussion. He did not
do all the talking. He really handed it over to us.
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Sharon was appreciative of the thought-provoking readings during her experience in the
program. Frequent opportunities for reflection allow students to awaken a more critical
consciousness. Dr. Walker mentioned that he would often play devil’s advocate during class
discussions, presenting alternate views and challenging learners to reflect and respond. The
learning method of reading, reflecting, and responding critically was seen as an effective
learning activity by all program graduates.
According to the ten course syllabi analyzed, the list of instructional methods utilized in the
program include, but are not limited to: “collegial conversation, Socratic inquiry, lecture,
cooperative discussion groups, contemporary case studies, and Power Point presentations.”
When sharing their perceptions on pedagogy they were exposed to in the program, participants
noted reading and class discussion as one mode of learning about educational leadership. All of
the respondents indicated that high levels of interaction in the courses was a program strength.
Relating to others in the program, the community, and with reading material were the modes of
learning that respondents considered most positive.
Capper, et. al’s (2006) Six Domains
The theoretical framework that guided this investigation is Capper, Theoharis, and
Sebastian’s (2006) framework for preparing leaders for social justice. The authors’ framework
has six domains (curriculum, pedagogy, and assessment, critical consciousness, knowledge and
skills). These domains all align with, and inform each other within an intentionally-created
atmosphere of emotional safety for risk taking (See Appendix A). These scholars insist that a
“deeper grounding of what it means to prepare social justice leaders” is achieved in programs
that consider all aspects of their framework (p.220). The authors suggest that their framework be
used to guide the review and development of preparation programs that aim to prepare socially72

just leaders. They call for increased attention to assessing preparation programs and how they
prepare leaders for social justice.
To answer the research questions of this study, one must explore how the curriculum
and instruction (pedagogy) of the program affected the outcomes: knowledge, skills,
and critical consciousness of program graduates. Outcomes are determined through assessments.
Capper, et. al (2006) recommend attending to the learning environment first and then to the six
domains identified as common themes in their basic framework of school justice leader
preparation. The findings of this study provide an application of the framework to a social
justice leadership preparation program describing elements of each domain and attempting to
determine if any new data could inform the framework.
The relationship of curriculum, instruction and assessment is cyclic . Each concept informs
the other and none can stand alone without the information that the others provide about
what students learn and how they can best learn it. Formative and summative assessment should
provide insight into the clarity of instruction, viability of curriculum, and allows for student
input on program refinement. For example, a program’s curriculum would inform assessments
and results of assessments should be attended to in order to monitor student learning. Program
curriculum, instruction and assessment all build on and inform student experiences and vice
versa. According to interviews and document reviews at Covenant College, the coursework and
course content in the master’s in educational leadership program have not changed significantly
in over ten years. Besides the state standardized test for school leaders, no other summative
assessments exist to determine overall program impact on leader development.
The knowledge, skills, and critical consciousness domains of the Capper, et. al’s (2006)
framework are also interrelated. Each is an integral factor in the development of the other.
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Addressing one categorical area (knowledge) may inform another area (consciousness).
For example, program participants might learn about anti-discrimination laws and then write
critical papers reflecting on their own biases. In this way, students gain knowledge about one
area (laws to prevent or discourage discrimination), and then, engage in critical reflection that
raises their consciousness.
This study explores how social justice school leaders are best prepared to lead socially-just
schools. Critical consciousness, knowledge, and practical skills that focus on social justice can
only be achieved if curriculum, pedagogy, and assessment are oriented toward social justice.
(Capper, Theoharis & Sebastian, 2006) Aspiring school leaders who participate in preparation
programs that claim social justice as a focus should exit the program with a mission to act to
ensure equity (Howard, 2007). The findings of this study indicate that graduates of Covenant
College’s leadership preparation program exited with a variance in awareness and understanding
of the actions necessary to ensure equity. Program outcomes are explored through the many
frames of reference of the program participants as compared to expected ones.
Assumptions
Mezirow (1997) suggests that to facilitate transformative learning, “educators must help
learners become aware and critical of their own and others’ assumptions” and that “learners need
practice in recognizing frames of reference and using their imaginations to redefine problems
from a different perspective” (p.10). He believes people gain experiences, values, associations,
feelings called frames of reference that delimit their world and that frames of reference are the
“structures of assumptions through that we understand our experiences” (Mezirow, 1997, p.5).
The researcher wishes to disclose that some assumptions guided and impacted this inquiry.
Just as the study participants’ responses to interview questions reflected their unique
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perspectives and were stated in their own voices, the researcher’s worldview or frame of
reference could have impacted the data analysis and report of findings for this inquiry. The
relationship of the researcher to this topic of study was disclosed in chapter three (researcher’s
identity). The researcher makes her presence apparent along with her history, biases, and values.
The frame of reference of the researcher gives personal meaning to the study and affects
interpretations.
Another assumption was made about program outcomes. Program overviews, course
syllabi, and the researcher made the assumption all graduates left the program with an awareness
of social justice starting with a definition of it or a description of what it looks like in practice. It
was assumed that there was a change in student disposition as a result of the program. However,
student dispositions are challenging to develop since they are essentially a component of
personality. Developing a social justice disposition in people who are resistant to change is
difficult. In fact, Capper, et. al (2006) posit that “[s]uch development requires a safe space and
should not be approached in an evaluation context, but rather through reflective and trusting
professional developments.” Determining whether or not respondents experienced a change in
disposition due to their participation in the program is a difficult task, but research-based
instruments such as simple surveys to measure learner disposition are available.
The researcher made an assumption regarding methodology. An inductive process was
utilized to analyze the data. The findings of the study are stated in a narrative which reflects the
researcher’s perception and interpretation of the data. (Creswell, 1998) Researchers with
different backgrounds and frames of reference could arrive at differing conclusions.
Summary
Critical analyses and evaluations of existing, educational programs K-16+ are necessary.
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Preparation programs for school leaders would benefit from concentrated efforts to innovate and
update course content and instructional methods based on feedback from recent graduates
regarding their preparation experience. The findings outlined in this chapter offered a report and
analysis of perceptions of recent program graduates of one potentially promising program and
encourages the consideration of ongoing evaluation and assessment to measure and document
outcomes. Informed by these findings, preparation programs like the one at Covenant College
could consider program development or redesign for its core curriculum and for pedagogy that
supports expressly transformative learning experiences to prepare new school administrators for
social justice to lead more equitable schools.
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Chapter Five
Conclusions and Recommendations
The purpose of this study to understand the role of social justice in a leadership
preparation program. To accomplish this, the researcher examined data from program documents
and from interviews with a professor and program graduates. Participants shared information
about their learning experiences in the master’s program for educational leadership at Covenant
College. It provides an explanation of participants’ perceptions of the content and processes of
their preparation experience. The design of this case study supports an understanding of the
participants’ and professor’s thoughts about the program experience. It informs conversations
about educational leadership preparation programs and outcomes. This chapter includes a
discussion of major findings as related to the literature on social justice leadership and
transformative learning and implications valuable for higher education institutions, educational
leaders, and policy makers. Also included is a discussion of the connection of this study with
theory. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the limitations of the study, suggestions for
future research, and recommendations for policy and practice.
Astin and Astin (2000) describe transformative educational leaders as school leaders who
“believe that the value ends of leadership should be to enhance equity, social justice, and the
quality of life” (p. 11). In that case their formal preparation must stimulate transformative
learning. Transformative learning “involves reflectively transforming the beliefs, attitudes,
opinions, and emotional reactions that constitute meaning schemes” (Mezirow (1991, p.223).
Social justice has become a focus of current research as a transformative pedagogical approach
and a vehicle for systemic reform. Scholars in the field argue that social justice should be an
integral part of leader education programs (Blackmore, 2009; Furman, 2012; Jean-Marie,
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Normore & Brooks, 2009; Dentitch & Peterlin, 2011) so that school leaders graduate with an
awareness of systemic inequity. And since all transformative learning involves taking action to
implement insights derived from critical action, these leaders must have the desire and ability to
take action to eradicate inequity (Mezirow, 1991). This research project was conducted to gain a
deeper understanding of teaching and learning processes in Covenant College’s preparation
program for social justice leaders.
This chapter contains discussion to answer the following research questions and subquestions:
1. How can a stated commitment to social justice and transformation (transformative
learning) be operationalized in a graduate program of study?
a. What are the major components of the Covenant College master’s program in
educational leadership?
b. How might program components contribute to social justice knowledge, skills,
and dispositions?
2. What perceptions do graduates have of the operationalization of a social justice-oriented
school leader preparation program?
a. What are graduate students’ perceptions of their knowledge and dispositions toward
social justice after completion of a master’s program in Educational leadership that
focuses on social justice leadership?
b. How do participants feel their graduate courses contributed to their social justice
awareness, knowledge and dispositions (if at all)?
c. Which program components and practices promoted social justice dispositions
according to participants?
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d. How do participants describe or define social justice educational leadership in
practice?
An analysis of Covenant College’s school leader preparation program overview, syllabi
and participant interviews concluded in a deeper understanding of Covenant College’s
educational leadership program. In this case study, data was analyzed for specific themes. This
data was aggregated into groups of ideas to provide specific details that support the themes. The
intent of this case study is that it be used to look at other cases involving a similar context.
This chapter focuses on interpreting findings from the data analysis through the lens of
Capper, et. al’s (2006) framework for preparing educational leaders for social justice,
particularly as synthesized in the previous chapter. This approach allowed the researcher to
organize the data collected. After a synthesis with the literature, the researcher was able to
propose a practical participant-centered framework for leader preparation program development,
assessment, and evaluation.
Summary of the Results
In order to answer the first major research question- What perceptions do graduates have of
the operationalization of a social justice-oriented school leader preparation program?- recent
program graduates’ responses can be classified under three major themes: the importance of the
learning environment, participant growth and change, and inequity awareness and critical
consciousness. Graduates’ opinions about their program’s contribution to their social justice
awareness were related to curriculum and pedagogy which exposed them to diverse cases, ideas
and contexts (those that were different than their own). Program graduates’ descriptions of
social justice in their understanding of educational leadership in practice mostly centered on the
equal allocation of resources and the provision of more resources to children who need them.
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To answer research question- How can a stated commitment to social justice and
transformation (transformative learning) be operationalized in a graduate program of study?the researcher probed into program components and their perceived contributions to social
justice knowledge, skills, and dispositions (see Appendix B. Graduate Student Interview
Protocol). According to respondents interviewed, a stated commitment to social justice and
transformation was not consistently operationalized through program curriculum and pedagogy.
The program’s focus on social justice appeared intermittently in the course syllabi reviewed.
Class readings and case studies were primary methods of instruction. Components of the
program respondents operationalized social justice topics best were readings about legal cases
and case studies of the issues and successes of other educational systems. Participants felt that
real-life experiences with board meetings, shadowing, and internships also contributed positively
to their knowledge, skills, and dispositions. But did these real-life experiences contribute to their
knowledge, skills, and dispositions toward social justice?
Interpretation of Findings
The next section interprets the findings in conjunction with scholarly literature. The results
align with outcomes of Nyasuma’s (2012) dissertation study exploring the perceptions of the
influence of an urban leader doctoral program on its graduates. Nyasuma found that social
justice concerns were only addressed in courses when they were directly related to course
content. Just as the group that Nyasuma studied, the graduates of Covenant College master’s
program indicated that social justice aims were infused in some, but not all core courses. The
social justice theme should ideally be integrated into all aspects of leader preparation. This study
differs in some respects, however, from Nyasuma’s. Her study was mixed-methods and this
project was qualitative. Critical theory was Nyasuma’s lens and this project utilized Capper, et.
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al’s (2006) framework for preparing educational leaders for social justice to explore the data.
Capper, et. al (2006) say that school leaders in preparation can fully engage in a social
justice oriented program only when the learning conditions are such that they are able to
take intellectual and emotional risks toward social justice. In her doctoral research study, Bussey
(2008) found that leadership preparation programs influence student language and beliefs.
However, she called for further research focusing on the social contexts that promote readiness
to learn about social justice leadership. In response to Bussey’s suggestion, this study gave
attention to both context of formal learning (in class) and to the real-world settings where that
learning is applied (internships and careers). This study allowed respondents to discuss program
aspects they believed most effective. Context played an important role in their predispositions,
readiness to learn about social justice, and in their transformational experiences. Understanding
the relationship of learner context to learning processes should inform future program
development.
The participants of this study shared perceptions of a program that advertises an expressed
focus on social justice and transformation. Very few studies have attended to graduates’
perceptions of their social justice leader preparation programs. Brown (2009) believes that
critical consciousness is best developed through transformative learning: “Transformative
learning is a process of experiential learning, critical self-reflection, and rational discourse that
can be stimulated by people, events, or changes in context which challenge the learner’s basic
assumptions of the world” (Brown, 2009, p.75). The findings of this study indicated that
opportunities for real-world observation and application were most valued by students.
Graduates expressed that their most valuable learning experiences were those where they had a
change to interact with new situations and people outside of their normal context. The findings
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only partly support Brown’s belief since there was not much evidence in the data regarding
critical self-reflection and very little on rational discourse to change dispositions.
Theoharis’ (2007) past studies provided suggestions for essential characteristics or
frameworks for social justice leadership programs. This study identified program processes that
graduates felt were most effective. Elements of the program seen as most effective included
examples relating to social interactions, field experiences, and legal case studies. Theoharis’
suggests that we “reexamine and rethink preparation programs to better develop leaders’ abilities
to “enact and develop resistance in service of advancing social justice and educating
marginalized and indeed all students” (p. 251). The participants in this study did not mention a
resilience focus in Covenant College’s program, but some of the effective learning experiences
mentioned required actively using the knowledge and skills that the program sought to develop.
Curriculum, pedagogy, and assessment in existing social justice leadership preparation
programs can be evaluated by graduates who shed light on the processes they went through as
they became more critically conscious. According to Brown (2011), “…because beliefs can
change as a result of experience, it is critical for preparation programs to examine the impact of
their strategies on pre-service leaders’ attitudes, perceptions, and practices” (p.350). A review of
curricular progress can be determined by analyzing the perceived changes in participants’ belief
systems. One such example is Brown’s (2006) study where adults were exposed to
transformative andragogical strategies that improved their attitudes toward issues of diversity in
education. Strategies utilized included: critical reflection, rational discourse, and policy praxis.
Brown (2011) articulately postulates that preparing principals to actively lead for change requires
development and implementation of consciousness-raising experiences:
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In the context of preparing such leaders, efforts by preparation programs to involve
students in consciousness-raising activities and democratic-defining strategies can
lead to reflective analysis and activist intervention. It is important for such programs
to bridge theory and practice, to make connections between course material and the
broader social context, to explain to pre-service leaders how they might take an active
part in bringing about social change, and to validate and incorporate adult learners’
personal knowledge and experience. (p.350)
Brown’s (2011) recommendations for learning activities linking theory to practice and
emphasizing activism serve as guidelines for social justice school leader preparation programs.
Current issues in education and in society should be addressed and analyzed. Social justice
leadership is action-oriented leadership for changing the current state of education. Brown’s
findings indicate that participation in processes such as these can increase perceived growth in
awareness of inequity and action toward social justice. The participants of this study did not
indicate frequent exposure to these strategies at Covenant College.
A close examination and scrutiny of the history and current state of education in both the
private and public contexts should be integrated into all courses, so that an impetus for change is
sparked in school leaders. Program processes and outcomes such as those Brown (2011)
discussed are what defines the most effective leadership preparation programs. One way to gauge
purported social justice preparation program effectiveness is to review program assessments to
determine whether or not they are aligned with social justice pedagogy (curriculum and
instruction).
Ongoing program assessment is invaluable at all levels, so education programs should
attend to learner outcomes at all levels. The value of this research study lies in its descriptions of
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the elements of a social justice focused leader preparation program according to program
graduates. After reviewing the findings of this study of a leadership preparation program
professed to have a social justice focus and examining perceptions of its graduates,
improvements can be suggested to better align curriculum and instruction to reflect true
integration of social justice.
Discussion of the Results in Relation to the Literature
The theoretical framework supporting this study was Capper, Theoharis and Sebastian‘s
(2006) framework for preparing leaders for social justice. This framework has two primary
dimensions: curriculum, pedagogy and assessment as well as critical consciousness, knowledge
and skills. The dimensions align with and inform each other within an intentionally created
atmosphere of emotional safety for risk taking (see appendix A). This study was developed in
response to the scholars’ suggestion that their framework be used to guide review and
development of administration preparation programs whose aim is to prepare socially-just
leaders. They call for increased attention to the assessment of existing preparation programs and
their outcomes. They do not offer guidelines for such assessments. This study offers one
approach to attending to outcomes. The data collected for this study indicates that graduate
students’ preconceptions and perspectives could influence program outcomes. Sometimes
preconceptions limit one’s ability to obtain new knowledge. Outcomes of learners at Covenant
College, therefore, depended heavily on each student predispositions and perspective. Mezirow
(1991) believes that “[p]erspective transformation is a mode of adult learning that neither learner
nor educator is able to anticipate or evoke upon demand” (p. 202). Therefore, educational
programs should assess and monitor growth and change in individual learners in real time to
inform curriculum and pedagogy. Assessment should be formative attending to changes in
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learners’ knowledge, skills, and critical consciousness. Program development should include a
focus on frequent self-reflection, building in pre and post assessments and cumulative
assessments after each course and at the culmination of the program. Surveys, written
assignments, presentations, performance reviews, portfolios, and internships could be
instruments of assessment. Assessment data should inform future course content, learning
activities, and delivery to ensure that needs are best met and expected outcomes are achieved.
This would also require a connection among courses and collaboration among professors.
Social justice can be conceptualized in many different ways. Interviews of the graduates
and professor regarding their perceptions of the program yielded a list of attributes that
represented five major categories: 1) practical curricular content 2) interactive pedagogy 3) realworld experiences 4) exposure to diversity 5) a collaborative and supportive environment. After
considering relationships between and among the attributes, the researcher recommends an
updated framework for preparing school leaders for social justice.
Amongst the participants, some recognized a need for equity, while others expressed that
their schools are equitable already. This difference in opinion indicates variance in personal
frames of reference. The participants who felt that their schools’ were most equitable and offered
examples of equitable practices all worked in private or parochial schools, while those who
talked more about inequitable conditions and outcomes worked in public schools. When
interview data was analyzed, and responses were categorized, the researcher discovered a stark
difference in the responses of one group compared to another. Program participants who were
educated in the private sector, now taught in that same sector. The responses of those who
currently worked in public education had a markedly differing awareness and acknowledgement
of systemic disparity and inequity. This finding is worth further investigation. As Brown (2004)
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speculates, the very ways in which a person perceives the state of schools and the role of school
leadership influences transformative learning and development of a social justice leadership
stance.
Theoretical Implications
Capper, et al. (2006) say that “[c]onsidering all aspects of [their] framework,” “can
provide a deeper grounding of what it means to prepare social justice leaders. They add, “To be
thorough about implementing all aspects of the framework in a preparation program will require
a hypersensitive assessment of … preparation practices and to do so will appear daunting at best”
(p.220). The findings of this study are offered to begin the conversation about evaluation and
development of the social justice educational leadership preparation program at Covenant
College.
The theory of transformative learning as developed by Mezirow and Marsick (1978)
emphasized the social dimension of transformative learning and highlighted the importance of
interaction with others so that learners can identify alternative perspectives provide emotional
support to one another during the transformation process. Mezirow (1991) believed that
structures on which our expectations and assumptions are based are frames of reference. Since
frames of reference could be any aspect of a person’s identify, any change could constitute a
transformation. But for learners to change their meaning schemes (specific beliefs, attitudes, and
emotions), "they must engage in critical reflection on their experiences, which in turn leads to a
perspective transformation (Mezirow, 1991, p.167). For the purposes of this study,
transformational learning theory serves as a conceptual metaphor where the term
“transformation” signifies an expansion of consciousness. The researcher was interested in
looking at Covenant College’s program models and its alignment with the theoretical model.
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Critical Theory
Critical education theory evolved out of critical (social) theory. Critical education theory
examines how the political system influences education to maintain social control. It promotes
education as an instrument of social transformation with an ultimate goal of attaining social,
cultural, and economic equity. Kozol (1991) believes that social class, gender, and race divisions
are out of control. He proposed curricula that sparks transformation and conscientization (Freire,
1970). Curriculum refers to “the specific content areas of a leader preparation program that can
influence the consciousness, deepen the knowledge, and build skills of future leaders to carry out
their work” (Capper, et al., 2006).
Critical theory raises consciousness beyond the school. Critical theory in schools gives
education a more prominent role in creating social reality, urging learners to search, question and
reflect upon the interconnectedness of school and society. It promotes critical reflection for
transformation that starts with the learner and increases the opportunity for social transformation.
In 1972, Freire proposed that "[e]ducation either functions as an instrument which is used to
facilitate integration of the younger generation into the logic of the present system… or it
becomes the practice of freedom, the means by which men and women deal critically and
creatively with reality and discover how to participate in the transformation of their world." ( p.
34) Half a century later, education remains a highly political act. The preparation of school
leaders requires a focus on the current political, social, economic and legal issues facing our
world. Effective educational administration programs increase critical thinking and awareness of
multiple perspectives.
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Transformative Learning Theory
Transformative learning theory (Mezirow, 1991, 1996; Cranton, 1994) provides the best
model for social justice leader preparation. Transformative learning (Cranton, 1994; Mezirow,
1991, 1996) is the process of effecting change in a frame of reference. Mezirow (1997) suggests
that to facilitate transformative learning, “educators must help learners become aware and critical
of their own and others’ assumptions” and that “learners need practice in recognizing frames of
reference and using their imaginations to redefine problems from a different perspective” (p.10).
He believes people gain experiences, values, associations, feelings called frames of reference
that delimit their world and that frames of reference are the “structures of assumptions through
which we understand our experiences” (Mezirow, 1997, p.5). The participants interviewed in
this study represented a variety of frames of reference. Their points of view could only be
changed through reflection on problems, problem solving, and understanding the need to revise
assumptions. In the program studied, graduate students’ engaged in discourse and dialogue
where they critically examined evidence, arguments, and alternative points of view. Mezirow
(1997) posits, “Discourse is necessary to validate what and how one understands, or arrives at a
best judgment regarding a belief. In this sense, learning is a social process, and discourse
becomes central to making meaning” (p.10). Discourse is necessary for critical consciousness
raising.
In fact, Mezirow (1991) suggests that transformation can be influenced by educational
interventions that increase ability and experience. This study investigates Covenant College’s
program for educational leaders and connects it to transformative learning. “Transformative
learning is a process of experiential learning, critical self-reflection, and rational discourse that
can be stimulated by people, events, or changes in context which challenge the learner’s basic
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assumptions of the world” (Brown, 2009, p.75). According to Mezirow, essential elements of
transformative learning are as follows:
Transformative learning involves an enhanced level of awareness of the context of one’s
beliefs and feelings, a critique of their assumptions and particularly premises, an
assessment of alternate perspectives, a decision to negate an old perspective in favor of a
new one or to make a synthesis of the old and new, an ability to take action based upon the
new perspective, and a desire to fit the new perspective into the broader context of one’s
life. Perspective transformation involves (a) an empowered sense of self, (b) more critical
understanding of how one’s social relationships and culture have shaped one’s beliefs and
feelings, and (c) more functional strategies and resources for taking action. Taking an
action is an integral dimension of transformative learning (Mezirow, 1991, p.161).
Mezirow’s characterization of perspectives transformation inform curriculum development for
social justice leadership preparation programs.
Recommendations
Research
The findings of this and further investigations may result in a new collaborativelyconceived framework or model to inform educational leader preparation programming. This
framework should be one which brings together knowledge acquisition, participation in realworld experiences, and practice with strategic planning. Moreover, a focus on innovation and
change is required and heightening a critical awareness of the inequitable practices in education.
Additional data is needed on outcomes for K-12 students in these new leaders’ schools so that
their level of effectiveness and the impact of Covenant College’s program can be determined.
An exploration of whether or not the findings from this study would be replicable in other
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varied contexts would be advantageous. Higher educational settings, organizational patterns, and
instructional delivery systems vary. The findings from this study could be compared to the
findings of studies conducted with leadership preparation programs in other environments.
Another implication could be an inquiry which determines whether participants’ gender, age,
family structure, multicultural, and multiethnic differences impact perceived program impact.
Future research focused on targeted demographics could add to the findings in this study. A
quantitative study involving surveys could be developed to explore the role of gender, ethnicity,
socioeconomic status or educational background plays in program experience. A longitudinal
study of graduate students that follows them from program entrance, throughout the program,
and for three to five years of their professional practice would be most valuable in describing and
documenting any further changes in their knowledge, skills, and dispositions towards social
justice. Another possibility would be to administer surveys over a three to five year period after
graduation from the program to determine if there are any shifts over time in the critical
awareness and praxis of individual school leaders. It would be interesting to discover what
factors influence their actions. A comparison of practice in public versus private school
environments is also be of interest.
As the researcher considers approaches for a follow up study, a mixed methods approach
to determine program outcomes could be beneficial. Results from quantitative and qualitative
data analyses could serve as solid documentation to achieve triangulation. Since all data
collection methods have bias and weaknesses, the collection of both quantitative and qualitative
data would lessen weaknesses and one could build on the other. Ideas for integrating quantitative
and qualitative data include using one database to check the accuracy (validity) or help explain
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the other. Additionally, one database could explore different types of questions
than the other and could lend itself to better instrumentation.(Creswell, 2014, p. 43).
Another suggestion is that interview data collected from this study be analyzed according
to demographics to determine whether gender, age, ethnicity, current position, and school type
(public, parochial or private) have any connection to graduates’ perceptions of their leadership
preparation program.
Finally, there are also some suggestions for further development of Capper, et. al’s
framework (2006) for preparing social justice school leaders. This framework should be used
inform and to guide the development, review and improvement of programs that intend on
preparing school leaders for social justice. Capper, et. al,(2006) make a call for increased
attention to assessing preparation programs to determine how they can best offer meaningful
preparation experiences for graduate students. The potential impact of programs with a focus on
equity is immense.
This research contributes to the knowledge base informing school leader preparation. It
provides a description of program-level findings for one social justice leadership program that
can inform programmatic improvement in the field. Changes could be made to this program
based on the analysis of the data regarding program graduates’ knowledge of content, abilities to
understand and apply professional knowledge, skills, and dispositions, and their effects on
student learning. Further research could investigate possible links between program outcomes
for graduate students and student achievement in their K-12 schools gathering data from multiple
sources: surveys, focus groups, observations, and evaluations.
Recommendations for a follow up research study would involve deeper probing during
interviews to inform a closer examination of program participants’ perceptions. An analysis of
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responses by demographic characteristic could provide new insights and generate new questions.
Further investigations could also be conducted to highlight program areas that best prepare
educational leaders to meet administrative challenges in schools and to identify areas that should
be developed or improved.
Leader Preparation Programs
Based on the findings of this study, recommendations for leadership preparation in higher
education include the suggestion of pre-assessments during the application process, formative
assessments at the end of each course, and summative assessments at program completion for all
graduate students. These assessments should be aligned with program goals and expected
outcomes. Since there is no nationally recognized framework for social justice school leadership
program analysis, many different research topics and approaches are utilized for program
evaluation. Higher education standards and assessment could be developed to provide a
comprehensive framework for analysis based on this study and similar research.
Supporting continuous learning and innovation in higher education should be a priority at
the federal, state, and local level, backed by policy. Educational leaders can only impact
improvement in schools when they work in collaboration with others to continuously improve
pedagogy and curriculum. This work is especially effective when teachers, schools, and systems
evaluate the quality of their programs by looking closely at student outcomes and at the practices
and processes for learning. Developing this capacity, one school at a time, in school districts and
in schools, is essential to improving student learning. Improving student outcomes at all levels
requires collaborative work among and between institutions, their faculties and communities.
Higher educational institutions rely on teaching staff to develop and drive curriculum and
pedagogy.
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As demonstrated in this study, an effective way to get information to inform assessment
and evaluation of educational programs is to conduct interviews with graduates. Student
feedback about program impact allows professors to reexamine their practice. Findings from
interviews conducted for this study should be an impetus to begin conversations about
refinement of curriculum, pedagogy, and assessment to better meet learners’ needs. Other leader
preparation programs should recognize the value of collecting additional qualitative data from
graduates to inform program reviews and supplement course evaluation surveys. Since
Leithwood, et, al. (2004) found that teaching and school leadership are the two most important
school-level factors that improve school outcomes, the K-12 education reform should start with
school leadership preparation reform.
Informed by best practices in adult education, departments of higher educational
institutions should develop curricular strategies and methods that foster specific outcomes in
participants. Researching, understanding, and developing the most effective, research based
standards for school leaders is necessary before curriculum, pedagogy and assessment is
developed. Curricular content, pedagogy and assessments should be aligned with standards.
Contemporary standards for school leaders must include social justice knowledge, skills, and
abilities. We must ensure that curricular content in leader preparation programs is aligned to
new standards.
Recently (NPBE, 2015), The Professional Standards for Educational Leaders (PSEL) were
developed to define effective educational leadership. The PSEL replaced the 2008 Interstate
Leaders Licensure Consortium (ISLLC) standards, which were introduced in 1996 and revised in
2008. The PSEL reflect knowledge and skills that relate to the “processes and proficiencies”
important in contemporary educational leadership. They are not to be taught as separate
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standards, rather, people should engage in these processes while learning and practicing.
Descriptors or instructional indicators should be integrated into the new national standards so
that we have a better idea of what they look like in practice. The PSEL call for advocacy from
school leaders for the community, families, and students they serve. Diem, et. al (2006) say:
“L]eaders working within schools and districts complicit in the reproduction of educational
inequities are tasked by federal standards to embrace their role as a political change agent so all
students may benefit from a free and public education” (p.6). Leadership standards have evolved
since 2008, so discussion about key differences that need to be addressed in existing state
standards is imperative. The PSEL help foster a common understanding of what educational
leaders need to know and be able to do to improve student achievement, inform revisions to state
leadership standards, and help improve aspects of the principal pipeline.
The PSEL assist in the identification of required attributes and abilities of new school
leaders and help to inform essential components of a framework for preparing educational
leaders for social justice. This framework is of particular use for recruiting, developing, and
evaluating effective school leaders, particularly in hard-to-staff schools and districts. They also
serve as a description of desired outcomes to support program design (planning, implementation,
assessment, refinement).
Implications on Policy and Practice
Since scholarly research in social justice in educational leadership seems to be increasing,
the information from this research informs future studies and program development to improve
the quality of school leadership program design and implementation. Many higher educational
institutions claim their program is grounded in social justice, but more data is needed to help
determine evaluation criteria, essential components, and levels of social justice integration.
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Inequity in availability of resources and a exposure to high-quality educational experiences will
continue to have an adverse effect on student achievement if we ignore the need for change. Based on
the findings of this study, suggestions for improvement include exposure to diverse people and
contexts, more collaboration, and more opportunities for real-world field experiences. Allowing
leaders in training to reflect on real issues and apply what they are learning is an essential part of
the process of development and transformation into an effective social justice school leader.
This study prompts discussions among and between higher educational institutions about
program viability and support. Social justice focused preparation programs can be an effective
vehicle for improving schools, systems, and society. Social justice leaders can be a powerful
force for change. If systems of inequity are simply accepted, then complacency will continue to
have adverse effects. Leaders for social justice employ innovative approaches to school
improvement that cause change that embraces democratic principles. “Wang (2018) suggests
that social justice leadership preparation is a now a priority because of increasingly diverse
student populations and constraints from high stakes policy initiatives. Social justice leadership
preparation is enhanced by communal engagement and learning experiences within the social
justice discourse itself. Therefore policy makers have a responsibility to find, critically review,
and suggest research-based guiding principles for leadership preparation program development
to drive systematic school reform.
This study contributes to the school leadership preparation knowledge base by confirming
that feedback from both program graduates and a program professor play a significant role in
contributing to the improvement of educational leadership programs. Recent program graduates
serving as school leaders are in the best position to discuss their preparation experiences in light
of the challenges they face in educational settings. This research is timely as a response to plea
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for studies that identify the importance of various elements in the transformative learning
process.
Feedback from recent program graduates is important to informing researchers and
policymakers at the district, state, and federal level about how to improve the design of education
leader preparation programs as well as how they can be more responsive to the diverse needs of
students. The instructional processes viewed as most effective by the participants could be used
to develop social justice educational leaders in other programs. This research should inform the
improvement of school leadership program design, development, and implementation,
evaluation, and improvement. Further research is needed to better understand the role that past
experience and existing dispositions play in the transformation process. Dispositions of graduate
students need to be attended to and challenged in order to facilitate new understandings of the
reality of power relationships and inequity.
Limitations
A limitation is a weakness or handicap that potentially limits the internal or external
validity of the results of a study. The following limitations were considered when this study was
conceptualized and were largely outside the control of the researcher. Purposeful sampling was
the strategy used to locate participants. Participants were sought after who completed Covenant
College’s Educational leadership program within the last three years. During the ongoing
analysis of the data collected, the researcher believed that there was enough data to support
themes. Redundancy became apparent after eight respondents’ interviews were analyzed,
therefore sample size was based on saturation of the data. Creswell, 1998).
The two main research questions for this study were 1) How can a stated commitment to
social justice and transformation (transformative learning) be operationalized in a graduate
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program of study? and 2) What perceptions do graduates have of the operationalization of a
social justice-oriented school leader preparation program? The lack of clarity and wordiness of
these research questions and the interview questions may have posed a problem for interviewees.
This issue was indicated by interviewees’ frequent requests for rereading and some long pauses
before responding. Decreasing the number of interview questions could have better focused
interviews. Both the research questions and the interview questions could have been less
verbose. Interview questions could be revised to better focus in on the social justice related
elements of the program. Future research could more deeply explore the varied perceptions of
the social justice elements of this educational leadership program.
The primary methodology used to conduct the research, semi-structured interviews, was
effective in eliciting participants’ perceptions of the program, however there was still a concern
about interviewee’s personal bias on responding to questions and the researcher’s analysis of the
data. Bias comes from having a singular perspective and a limited frame to filter perception.
That frame includes experiences, beliefs, assumptions, values, and culture which influence
understanding and affect judgment. It can be difficult for participants to truly open up when it
comes to sensitive topics like inequity and social justice. In addition to the respondents’ biases
affecting their interview responses, the researcher admits that her own bias or interpretation may
have influenced the analysis and conclusions. This was acknowledged in the personal narrative
in the researcher’s identity section of this report. Bracketing is a method used in qualitative
research to mitigate the potentially deleterious effects of preconceptions that may taint the
research process. Efforts to share preconceptions during the project included maintaining a
reflective journal for many years where memos about assumptions were kept. In addition, notes
were kept to document the thought behind the researcher’s choices and the research processes
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from project conceptualization to writing the final report. Naturally, information from interviews
is subject to bias that is introduced by researcher and respondent interaction. The researcher may
have unintentionally influenced interviewees or limited expression of certain opinions.
Another limitation of this study is that this process produced data that could have been
enhanced and supported by observations of classes. Research questions should have been
narrowed down in order to get more specific details of the program experience. There are
limitations of interpretation of generalizability of the results as well. When considering the
factors that contribute to the outcomes of the program, data and findings from this study provide
a representation of this particular context. The researcher kept a reflective journal to ensure that
limitations were well documented and to minimize the impact during data interpretation.
The research topic is the foundation on which everything else rests. The topic of this
research was “graduates’ perceptions of a leadership preparation program with a social justice
focus.” The researcher felt it was important to first describe the program then to attempt to
understand the participants’ perceptions of it. Other theories and frameworks might have better
supported understanding the participants’ view, the program studied, and determining the best
context for results.
The researcher took advantage of the available technology for organizing documents,
coding for themes, and supporting findings. NVivo, the software program used throughout this
project, was invaluable. The volume of literature and pages of data were managed well, but the
researcher could have been more efficient after gaining greater familiarity with NVivo. Efforts
to gain proficiency with the software included attending webinars, technical support from a
certified trainer and user, and using quick tip reference sheets.
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Conclusions
As the pressure grows on educational leaders to effectively lead and manage improvement
efforts, higher educational institutions are poised to address equity as a key issue in preparation
programs for school leaders. Traditional graduate education primarily concentrated on
developing the cognitive dimension, and not the experiential and personal facets of leadership.
This supports the researcher’s belief that in addition to theoretical cognizance, a widening of
personal frames of reference is necessary for the sort of transformation Covenant College
expects students to experience. In order to do this, leader preparation programs must reflect
respect for diversity and equity and must communicate a mission of inclusiveness and critical
consciousness to staff, students, and the community.
Personal Reflections
This research report is of interest to the researcher and potentially to others because the
American educational system has not responded well to changes in society. This research
experience has caused the researcher to self-reflect critically on the development and evaluation
of this study and report. The most important lesson learned involves a more structured planning
process. Establishing a clear research focus and small goals early on is essential. Greater clarity
and focus upfront would have made the development of research questions and interview
protocol a simpler task. The topic should have been narrowed further by asking open-ended
"how" and "why" questions. The researcher also recognizes that there was a need to seek
additional collegial support for peer review of research questions and proper vetting of the
interview protocol before beginning.
This research experience has great personal value for the researcher. As a veteran
educator of almost thirty years, I have gained a renewed interest in and dedication to the
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improvement of professional development programs for leading educators that emphasize critical
consciousness and the urgent need for change. Detailed plans for program assessment and
evaluation are an essential part of the curricular design process. The researcher is inspired after
conducting this study to collect and share more information about effective, innovative
preparation programs for educational leaders with an implicit focus on social justice, equity, and
transformation to improve educational outcomes.
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Epilogue
Hip hop artist Childish Gambino (2018) found a creative way to critique American society
and expose media distractions and violence desensitization, which take our attention away from
serious issues plaguing the country. He was successful in bringing attention to the limited
awareness of most Americans: Awareness that is shaped by each persons’ life experiences and
beliefs. He was effective in shaking the frame. Shaking frames of reference on leadership
development involves widening our perspective on school reform to start with policy and
procedures that require higher education to be accountable for equitable practices and adequate
outcomes just as K-12 schools are. Greater collaboration and innovation in programming can
strengthen program development. Certainly this will be part of a broader trend. Program
providers have to be given greater autonomy in developing research-based programs for
preparing leaders to meet standards of professional practice. These programs, once in effect,
should be informed by and enhanced based on input from graduates and professors. By making
an investment in developing school leaders to lead schools and successfully meet the demands of
increased accountability, we have the capacity to deliver a great service to our citizens and
nation.
As we seek to understand how politics and policies of the past have shaped contemporary
society, we face new questions about equity in education and the proper representation of
minority groups. This research encourages further inquiry into the effectiveness of educational
institutions, school leadership, and the enduring challenge to ensure more equitable conditions in
education and society.
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Appendix
Appendix A: Capper, Theoharis, and Sebastian’s (2006) Framework for Preparing Educational
Leaders for Social Justice
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Appendix B: Graduate Student Interview Protocol
Date:________________ Start time:______________ End time:____________
Interviewee: ___________________________________________________
Location of interview:____________________________________________
Introductory Protocol
To facilitate my note-taking, I would like to record our conversation today. Please sign the
release form. For your information, I am the sole researcher on this project privy to the
recordings which will be completely deleted after they are transcribed. In addition, you must
sign a form devised to meet the human subject requirements. Essentially, this document states
that: (1) all information will be held confidential, (2) participation is voluntary and you may stop
at any time if you feel uncomfortable, and (3) I do not intend to inflict any harm. Thank you for
agreeing to participate.
I have planned this interview to last no longer than one hour. During this time, I have a few
questions that I would like to cover. I will monitor the time.
Introduction
Welcome and thank you for your participation today. My name is Cherie Haydel-Goins and I
am a graduate student at the University of New Orleans conducting this study in partial
fulfillment of the requirements for a doctoral degree in educational leadership. You have been
selected to speak with me today because you have been identified as someone who has
knowledge about and experience in the educational leadership master’s program here at the
college. This research project as a whole focuses on graduates of a master’s program in
educational administration and understanding graduate students’ perceptions of the program. The
study does not aim to evaluate the program. Rather, it is an effort to learn more about curriculum
and instruction in educational leadership. Hopefully, I will learn about practices and experiences
in this leader preparation program that you view as positive ones.
Interviewee Background (filled in on a written form before interview begins)
What is your current professional position? ________________________
How long have you been in your present professional position? ___________________
During what time period did you enroll in the program at this institution?
From:____________________________To:_________________________________
Any other interesting background information on interviewee:
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_______________________________________________________________________
Interview questions:
Q1. What influenced you to become a school leader? Describe a defining moment that
contributed to your aspirations of becoming a school leader.
Q2. Describe your experiences in selecting a graduate program. For example, what process did
you use to select a graduate program? What factors influenced your decision?
Q3. Tell me about your experiences in the graduate program, especially in regard to preparing
you to become a school leader. What aspects of the graduate program had the most influence on
your development as a school leader?
Q4. One of the biggest challenges facing school leaders is ensuring equity so that all students
have equal opportunity for success. How would you describe the role of a school leader in
regard to equity in the school? In other words, how would you define or describe leading for
equity in K-12 schools?
Q5. In what ways did graduate courses contribute to your knowledge and understanding of
equity, structural inequality, and the academic achievement of all students?
Q6. What aspects of the graduate program dealt explicitly with political power and the school
leader’s role in making their school a fair and welcoming place for students from low-income
families or students of color?
Q7. How successful do you think your graduate program is in regard to preparing its graduates to
assume their role in leading and creating equitable outcomes for all students? Can you give any
specific examples of program graduates who are successfully leading diverse socio-economic
and ethnic schools/educational organizations?
Q8. What curricular components and practices from your graduate program do you think
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promote the dispositions that are necessary for leadership in diverse settings? Can you provide
some examples of particular class readings, assignments or exercises that stand out as
meaningful for you? Any field experiences? Any dialogues with classmates?
Q9. In retrospect, what things could your graduate program do differently to better prepare
graduates to deal with structural inequality in schools (systemic inequity)?
Q10. In general, what does this program do most effectively to turn participants into school
leaders for social justice? What part or parts of the experience do you believe are transformative?
*Other probes used: What makes you say that? Why do you say that? Can you tell me more?
How do you know that? Why? Why not?
Post-Interview Comments and/or Observations:
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
Other Topics Discussed: _______________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
Documents Obtained: __________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
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Interviewee demographics: (To be completed by interviewee in written form after interview.)
Demographic Information
Circle your response to each.
Q1. What is your age?







18-24 years old
25-34 years old
35-44 years old
45-54 years old
55-64 years old
65-or older

Q2. What is your ethnicity?







Asian / Pacific Islander
Black
Hispanic or Latino
Native American or American Indian
White
Other _______________________

Q3. What is your current family structure?







Single, never married
Single, divorced or widowed
Cohabiting with partner, no children
Cohabiting with partner and child/children
Married with no children
Married with child/children
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Appendix C: Document Analysis Guide for Public Documents
1. Does program description list equity concerns as a key issue?
2. Do course descriptions emphasize equity concerns? Critical analysis?
3. Do course readings or assignments address marginalization, inequality or inequity
in schools? In society?
4. Do course readings or assignments require or encourage critical analysis or
reflection in an across personal, interpersonal, communal, systemic, or global
dimensions?
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Appendix D: Document Analysis Guide for Private Documents
Prior to this interview, all interviewees were asked to bring any pertinent documents to share that
epitomize their thoughts about and experiences in the graduate program. Do have any personal
documents to share?
1. Does participant sample mention equity concerns as a key issue in school leadership?
2. Is the sample an example of critical analysis? If so, how?
3. Does this writing sample address marginalization, inequality or inequity in schools? In
society?
4. Does this writing sample represent participant reflection in an across personal,
interpersonal, communal, systemic, or global dimensions?
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